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ABSTRACT
The role of the building administrator as the special education leader of inclusion is one of
major importance when supporting students with disabilities. The building administrator may
face a multitude of decisions dealing with areas of special education such as eligibility, least
restrictive environment, services, discipline, and instruction. Being able to make special
education decisions that demonstrate an inclusive focus while maintaining an equitable
environment for all students is a challenge faced by many building administrator, regardless of
experience. This study aimed to determine the perceptions of building administrators regarding
their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education. This study also intended to
identify training and resources that building administrators need to lead inclusive practices for
special education. To investigate, 194 building administrators across one mid-western state
completed an electronic multiple-choice and short-answer survey to report what they know about
inclusive practices and their perceptions of the inclusive practices they received during their
administrator preparation program. Building administrators also reported what they perceived as
their biggest challenges in leading inclusive practices. Data analysis revealed perception
differences between building administrators who had earned a degree, held a
certification/licensure, or who had prior teaching experiences in special education and those who
did not have any preparation or experience. Data analysis also revealed how building
administrators learn and apply knowledge related to inclusive practices as well as what special
education knowledge and competencies are needed to better prepare them to lead inclusive
practices for special education. Results of the study indicated that building administrators did not
feel prepared to lead special education inclusive practices to support students with disabilities.
However, building administrators who had a degree, license/certification, or experience teaching
special education were found to feel significantly more prepared to lead special education
inclusive practices and support students with disabilities. Building administrators also shared that
on-the-job experience was the primary mode of learning about inclusive practices and supporting
students with disabilities while special education support staff and collaboration between special
and general education staff were challenges most reported.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
The landscape of education has changed tremendously in the last two decades. Major
policy changes focusing on results driven accountability by school districts have redefined the
focus on what education looks like in school buildings. The adoption of No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), along with the 2004 revision of the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) placed more of a concentrated focus on high
levels of achievement for all students, including students with disabilities. Through these
changes, the role of the building administrator’s impact on student success has also shifted.
“Principals who effectively manage special education in their schools have to be one-part lawyer,
one-part counselor—and a little bit fearless” (Samuels, 2018, p. 26). What was once viewed as
only a building manager, the building administrator has become a multi-faceted leadership role.
One of those roles is that of leading special education and demonstrating inclusive leadership. A
component of inclusive leadership is the responsibility for ensuring that inclusive practices are
provided to students with disabilities (Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Billingsley et al., 2018;
Crockett et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Grissom et al., 2021;
Kauffman et al., 2017; Leithwood et al., 2004). The building administrator is responsible for
ensuring that the educational experiences offer the best overall gains and benefits for every
student, including students with disabilities (Bateman et al., 2017; CCSSO, 2017; Crocket et al.,
2019; Vergason et al., 1975). According to Leithwood et al. (2004), “leadership is second only to
classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to what students learn at
school” (p. 5).
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Between the years of 1988 and 2016, the number of students served in special education
rose from 7 percent to 13 percent (Grissom et al., 2021, p. 13). These students with disabilities
have been evaluated and found eligible as having a disability identified under the Individual with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Those disabilities are autism spectrum disorder, deafblindness, deafness, hearing loss, cognitive disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic
impairment, other health impairments, emotional disturbance, specific learning disabilities,
speech or language impairments, traumatic brain injury, or vision loss, including blindness. As
articulated in ARSD 24:05:24.01:01, the disability must adversely affect the student’s
educational performance, and because of those disabilities, need special education or special
education and related services. As the population of students with disabilities increases, the
demands become greater on the building administrator. There is an expectation to display
inclusive leadership practices by having a vast repertoire of special education knowledge and
effective instructional practices to support the needs of students with disabilities (Billingsley et
al., 2018; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Grissom et al., 2021).
Building administrators are accountable for teacher and staff evaluation measures, high
stakes testing performance, and providing a safe school environment that provides learning
opportunities for all students, regardless of ability, culture, background, socioeconomic status, or
any other diverse characteristic (Grissom et al., 2021). In addition, they are responsible for
providing a school environment that utilizes inclusive practices for students with disabilities.
This is done by placing high values and expectations on students with disabilities, utilizing
effective special education and instructional practices, and the expectation that students with
disabilities will be educated alongside their nondisabled peers (Crockett et al., 2019;
DeMatthews et al., 2019). Past and present research supports that building administrators need
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better special education training during their educational administration programs (Backor &
Gordon, 2015; Billingsley et al., 2017; Burrello et al., 1992 Crockett et al., 2019; Crockett et al.,
2009; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Grissom et al., 2021; Kauffman et al.,
2017; Roberts & Guerra, 2017; Robertson et al., 2017; Samuels, 2018). Students with disabilities
enrolled in schools today need a building administrator who can lead special education and
utilize inclusive practices.
Statement of the Problem
As the role of the building administrator has evolved, special education has become an
area of focus in which they need to lead and have greater involvement. Research shows that
building administrators lack training on the fundamentals of special education, being able to lead
special education, and supporting students with disabilities effectively (Billingsley et al., 2017;
DeMatthews et al., 2019; Nissman, 2019). As the spokesperson and face of a school building, the
building administrator is responsible for ensuring that students with disabilities have access to a
positive educational experience and an environment in which inclusive practices are utilized.
Being an inclusive leader means that building administrators cannot be one dimensional. They
not only need to have a strong knowledge base of special education law, they also need to have a
strong knowledge base of special education eligibility processes, special education services,
placement and learning alongside nondisabled peers, disciplinary actions, effective instructional
practices, hold high expectations for learning (Backor & Gordon, 2015; Billingsley et al., 2017;
Burrello et al., 1992 Crockett et al., 2019; Crockett et al., 2009; DeMatthews et al., 2019;
DeMatthews et al., 2020; Grissom et al., 2021; Kauffman et al., 2017; Roberts & Guerra, 2017;
Robertson et al., 2017; Samuels, 2018). It is critical that building administrators can effectively
lead inclusive practices in special education and supporting students with disabilities.
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Purpose of the Study
This study aimed to determine the perceptions of building administrators regarding their
knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education. This was done by investigating
what they knew about inclusive practices for special education, the participants perceptions on
the instruction they received on inclusive practices during their administrator preparation
programs, if those perceptions differed if the building administrator had a degree,
certification/licensure, or prior teaching experiences in special education, and how they learned
and applied knowledge related to inclusive practices for special education to their leadership
position. This study also investigated the special education coursework/content, knowledge, and
competencies that building administrators need to prepare them to lead inclusive practices for
special education, and what they perceived as their biggest challenges in leading inclusive
practices.
Research Questions
The study was led by the following research questions.
Research Question 1. What do building administrators currently know about inclusive
practices for special education?
Research Question 2. To what extent do building administrators believe they are
equipped for their role of leading inclusive practices for students with disabilities?
Research Question 3. To what extent do building administrators’ perceptions about their
ability to lead inclusive practices for special education vary based on whether they have a
degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in special education?
Research Question 4. In what ways do building administrators primarily learn about
inclusive practices for special education?
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Theoretical Framework – Attitude of Inclusive Practices for all Students
Every decision that a building administrator makes hinges on the idea of equitable access
for all students (Katsiyannis et al., 2017). Each student within the school needs to be equally
represented to ensure an opportunity for educational success. The building administrator is the
leader of the school and ultimately responsible for demonstrating an inclusive attitude for all
students (DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Muhammad, 2015; Pazey & Cole,
2013). The attitudes of building administrators towards leading special education and supporting
students with disabilities relate to the theory of planned behavior. The theory of planned
behavior explains how an individual’s attitude, positive perceptions on performing the behavior,
and control over a behavior lead to outcomes (Azjen, 2002; Ball & Green, 2014; Yan & Sin,
2015).
According to the theory of planned behavior, there are three considerations, or beliefs,
that guide human behavior. The first being behavioral, which considers the consequences and
characteristics of humans. A human’s behavioral beliefs create a positive or negative attitude
toward demonstrating a behavior. The second belief is normative, which considers the standard
expectation of other humans. A human’s normative belief deals with a perception about what
pressure is being felt to demonstrate a behavior. The third belief is control, which considers that
there are factors present that may impede the performance of an individual demonstrating a
behavior easily. A human control belief perceives whether performing a behavior is going to be
easy or difficult. All three of these beliefs guide human behaviors (Ajzen, 2002).
By combining the individual’s attitude towards completing the behavior, the perceived
expectation of others for completing the behavior, and the perception of independent behavioral
control, the individual forms the intention to perform the behavior (Ajzen, 2002). The attitudes
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of individuals can be impacted by past and present experiences, knowledge, and training. The
intention to perform a behavior is more likely to happen when an individual exhibits a positive
attitude toward the behavior, there is support from others to demonstrate the behavior, and the
individual feels that they have a high level of control over completing the behavior successfully
(Yan & Sin, 2015).
The theory of planned behavior relates to a building administrator’s attitude toward
leading inclusive practice for special education. Their personal and professional experiences, the
support they feel from district leaders, building staff, and other stakeholders impact their
attitudes and practices. The administrators’ preparation, knowledge, and training of special
education is also a factor that impacts their attitudes towards leading special education and
implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities. The theory of planned behavior
may help explain why a lack of special education training in administrator preparation programs
leads to their negative attitude towards inclusive practices and feeling inadequately prepared to
lead special education (Ajzen, 2002; Backor & Gordon, 2015; Ball & Green, 2014; Billingsley et
al., 2017; Hirth & Valesky, 1991; Lyons, 2016; McCarthy, 1992; Robertson et al., 2017; Yan &
Sin, 2015).
Significance of the Study
This study provides state and national administration associations insights on the
inclusive practices in special education that practicing building administrators feel are critical for
being an inclusive leader. School district personnel may also benefit from this study by
understanding to a greater degree what building administrators need to be better equipped for
leading inclusive special education programming and practices. Building administrators who are
currently practicing will benefit from this study as it provides them with effective inclusive
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strategies they can implement within their buildings. This study also provides administration
preparation programs a greater understanding of what building administrators need to be
adequately prepared to lead inclusive special education programs and support students with
disabilities. Research supports that administrator preparation programs are inadequately
preparing building administrators to effectively lead special education (Backor & Gordon, 2015;
Billingsley et al., 2017; Crockett et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020;
Hirth & Valesky, 1991; Kauffman et al., 2017; Lyons, 2016; McCarthy, 1992; Robertson et al.,
2017). There is a gap in the research on what specific training and experiences that practicing
building administrators need to effectively carry out inclusive practices for special education and
support students with disabilities within the buildings they lead. This study addresses that gap in
the research.
Definition of Terms
The reader should be aware that terms without a citation were developed by the
researcher to provide clarity to the study.
Building administrator: The administrator who currently supervises at the local building
level. This could be a principal, assistant principal, dean of students, or administrator
intern. In this study, the phrase building administrator will be used when discussing any
of the building administrative leadership roles. When summarizing a study that includes
principal as participants then the word principal will be used to maintain the intent of the
original study.
Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE): Free appropriate public education or
FAPE means special education and related services that (a) are provided at public
expense, under public supervision and direction, and without charge; (b) meet the
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standards of the state educational agency (SEA); (c) include an appropriate preschool,
elementary school, or secondary school education in the State involved; and (d) are
provided in conformity with an individualized education program (IEP) (IDEA 2004).
Inclusion: the practice of providing educational instruction to students with disabilities in
the general education classroom alongside their non-disabled peers (National Center on
Educational Restructuring and Inclusion, 1995).
Inclusive practices: The act of placing high values and expectations on students with
disabilities, understanding special education law and components of the law that directly
relate to students with disabilities (i.e., eligibility, placement, discipline/behavior,
differentiation, modifications, special education services) utilizing effective special
education instructional practices, and holding high expectations that students with
disabilities will be educated alongside their nondisabled peers (Crockett et al., 2019;
DeMatthews et al., 2019).
Building administration preparation program: Yoder et al (2014) defined an
administrator preparation program as “a state-accredited program of study that fully or
partially prepares educators for certification as a school principal” (p. 1).
Students with disabilities: A child with a disability means a child evaluated and having
an intellectual disability, a hearing impairment (including deafness), a speech or language
impairment, a visual impairment (including blindness), a serious emotional disturbance
(referred to in this part as “emotional disturbance”), an orthopedic impairment, autism,
traumatic brain injury, other health impairment, a specific learning disability, deafblindness, or multiple disabilities, and who, by reason thereof, needs special education
and related services (IDEA, 2004).
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Limitations
A limitation to the study is that the PK-12 building administrators who responded to the
Administrator Preparation (Appendix A) survey were unable to clarify uncertainties with any of
the survey questions. In addition, they were unable to inquire further regarding specific questions
they may have had regarding the interpretation or focus of some of the questions. Another
limitation is having no control over how the building administrators responded and what
experiences they had before filling out the survey. There is no way to control what each
administrator remembers from their preparation program to respond to the survey questions. The
participants may have had difficulty associating the survey questions to past graduate level
training and experiences.
Another limitation of the study may have been the number of participants. Depending on
the building administrators’ other responsibilities, completing this survey may not have been a
priority. The number of participants who held a degree, certification or had teaching experience
in special education may also have been a limitation.
Delimitations
A delimitation of the study is the PK-12 building administrator participants were only
from one Midwestern rural state. The participants were only individuals who were actively
leading a public-school accredited building at the time of the study. Leaders from private schools
and non-accredited schools or programs within the rural state were not a part of the study.
Assumptions
This research design assumed that many participants would report that they received very
minimal special education training during their educational administrator preparation programs.
Another assumption was that participants would answer the survey questions regarding their
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beliefs of special education based upon their recent, personal experiences rather than addressing
their perceptions of their special education preparation from educational administration
programs. The final assumption was that using a mixed methods design for this research
provided an adequate method to understand the qualitative and quantitative aspects of the study.
Organization of the Study
This study includes five chapters. Chapter 2 includes a review of literature from leading
experts in the field of special education and educational administration. The focus of the
literature review is on the inclusive practices that building administrators need to know to
effectively lead special education and support students with disabilities. Chapter 3 includes a
detailed description of the methodology and procedures used to gather data for this research.
This includes a purpose of the study, design, research questions, population and sample,
instructional and ethical considerations, data collection, data analysis, limitations, delimitations,
and assumptions. The results of the study analyzed from survey data will be included in Chapter
4. Chapter 5 contains a summary, conclusions, reflections, and recommendations for practice and
future study.
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
This study intended to determine the perceptions of building administrators regarding
their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education. This was done by
investigating the participants’ perceptions on what they currently knew about inclusive practices
for special education, the instruction they received on inclusive practices during their
administrator preparation program, if those perceptions differ if the building administrator has a
degree, certification/licensure, or prior teaching experiences in special education, and how they
learned and applied knowledge related to inclusive practices for special education to their present
leadership position. This study also investigated what special education coursework/content,
knowledge, and competencies building administrators report they needed to prepare them to lead
inclusive practices for special education, and what they perceived as their biggest challenges in
leading inclusive practices.
This chapter provides a review of how special education law has evolved, the changing
role of the building administrator in special education as an inclusive leader, and the professional
standards that guide educational leadership knowledge and practice. This literature review sought
to identify the gaps in the research on how building administrators obtain and utilize knowledge
on inclusive practices for special education and supporting students with disabilities.
The literature review was created from a variety of resources. Research material was
obtained through databases available through the University of South Dakota's I.D. Weeks
Library. Resources were also obtained by using Google Scholar. The following research terms
were used to identify the literature used in the chapter. The terms of special education, disability,
principal, school administrator, building administrator, inclusion, inclusive practices,
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instructional leader, principal preparation, leadership preparation, and educational administrator
preparation were included. They were utilized to find literature and possible sources via the
commonly used databases such as Academic Search Premier, JSTOR, ProQuest, Education
Research Complete (via EBSCOhost), and ERIC (via EBSCOhost) and the search engine Google
Scholarly. These sources included materials published in textbooks and academic journals.
Research utilized focused on recent publications starting with 2015 through 2020. Historical
publications from experts in special education and administrator preparation from 1944 to 2020
were utilized to support the longevity of responsess related to special education and building
administrator preparation. Journal articles that focused on inclusive leadership, inclusive
practices, and special education were given priority, as were textbooks of special education
leadership. Guidance from the seventh edition of the Publication Manual of the American
Psychological Association was used to format this dissertation.
Building Administrator and Special Education
The building administrator’s role in special education has evolved dramatically over the
years due to changes in state and federal regulations (Marzano, 2005; Montieth, 2000; Yell,
2019). They are looked upon as the individual who leads the day-to-day activities for all students
within their buildings, including students with disabilities (Bateman et al., 2017; CCSSO, 2017;
Vergason et al., 1975). The building administrator is expected to lead and understand many of
the decisions related to special education and supporting students with disabilities. Research
indicates that building administrators lack an understanding of special education law as well as
the necessary preparation to effectively support students with disabilities (Backor & Gordon,
2015; Billingsley et al., 2017; Crockett et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al.,
2020; Hirth & Valesky, 1991; Kauffman et al., 2017; Lyons, 2016; McCarthy, 1992; Robertson
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et al., 2017). To best support students with disabilities, building administrators must demonstrate
inclusive leadership by being knowledgeable about inclusive practices of special education law,
eligibility, special education services, discipline/behavior, effective instructional practices, hold
high expectations for learning, and other special education practices (Baker, 1944; Bateman et
al., 2017; Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Burrello et al., 1992; McCoy, 1981; Payne & Murray,
1974; Vergason et al., 1975).
The Evolution of Special Education Law
The field of special education has changed significantly from the initial implementation
of the Education of the Handicapped Act in 1970 to PL 94-142 known as the Education of All
Handicapped Children Act of 1975, to the Individuals with Disabilities Act of 1990 (IDEA), and
the amendments of IDEA in 1997 and 2004 (Osborne & Russo, 2014; Yell, 2019). These
complex changes have impacted how students with disabilities are included in schools, how they
are determined eligible, where, and how they are educated, and how they are provided special
education services. These changes have not only impacted individuals with disabilities, but they
have also affected how the administration of special education looks in schools today
(DeMatthews & Edwards, 2014: DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Yell, 2019).
Throughout history, students with disabilities have been a population subjected to
inequitable treatment and exclusionary practices for receiving educational instruction and
services (Frick & Faircloth, 2007; Frick et al., 2012; Kauffman et al., 2017; Losinski et al., 2019;
Yell, 2019). While practices of inclusion and integration have improved greatly since the 1800’s,
students with disabilities in schools today still face obstacles when it comes to being provided
the same educational opportunities as their non-disabled peers (US DOE, 2016). When students
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are removed from school, their access to the general education curriculum and instruction is
reduced and potentially results in them falling further behind academically (Gee, 2013).
The right to access education for students with disabilities stems all the way back to the
late 1800’s. Compulsory attendance laws started in Massachusetts in 1852 and by 1918, all states
had adopted a compulsory education law (Yell, 2019). Regardless of this nationwide adoption of
compulsory school attendance, students with disabilities continued to be excluded from receiving
an education. In fact, the cases of Watson v. City of Cambridge (1893) and Beattie v. Board of
Education (1919) actually ruled in favor of schools expelling students with disabilities. In 1969,
South Carolina made it illegal for parents of children with disabilities to advocate for inclusion in
schools (Yell, 2019). It was not until the landmark Supreme Court decision of Brown v. Board of
Education (1954) that the tide slowly began to turn for access to public education for students
with disabilities. While this case focused on racial segregation in education, advocates for special
education voiced their interpretation of this court ruling as extending the Fourteenth Amendment
of the U.S. Constitution to students with disabilities. Unfortunately, the ruling of Brown v. Board
of Education did not settle well for most states. Parents and advocates spent the next twenty
years fighting for equal educational rights under the U.S. Constitution for students with
disabilities (Yell, 2019).
Momentum for including students with disabilities in schools did not start until the
1970’s. Two court cases set the precedent on how students with disabilities were being excluded
and their constitutional rights were being violated. The 1972 landmark cases of Pennsylvania
Association for Retarded Children (PARC) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and Mills v.
Board of Education clarified that the Fourteenth Amendment due process rights do extend to
students with disabilities and required schools to provide educational services (Kaufmann et al.,
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2017; Yell, 2019). The case of PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania established the right to
a free and appropriate education (FAPE) and excluding students with disabilities violates that
right. The case of Mills v. Board of Education reaffirmed that segregation in schools based on
race was illegal and that also extended to segregation based on the presence of a disability
(Crocket et al., 2019; Kaufmann et al., 2017; Yell, 2019). The judgments determined in these
cases were historical and triggered a wave of other lawsuits to be filed on behalf of students with
disabilities. As more court cases were happening, it was apparent that if there was going to be a
stronger adherence by the states, more federal involvement was needed (Yell, 2019).
Federal Special Education Laws
Legislation in support of students with disabilities has evolved dramatically since the first
enactment of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 to the most current
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015 (Crocket et al., 2019; Kaufmann et al., 2017; Yell,
2019). The 1965 ESEA established the first federal funding component for schools to support
their efforts with educating disadvantaged students which included students in poverty and
students with disabilities. An amendment, Title IV, to the ESEA in 1966 established the Bureau
of Education for the Handicapped (BEH), which became the Office of Special Education
Programs (OSEP) in 1980. The Title IV Amendment was the Education of the Handicapped Act
and was created to specifically address students with disabilities and to assist with funding for
schools to create programs for students with disabilities. Then in 1970, the Title IV Amendment
became the Education of the Handicapped Act (EHA). This was the first independent special
education law that established students with disabilities must be educated. Although funding was
provided to schools through the EHA to create and improve educational services for students
with disabilities, there were clear indications that states were not meeting the requirements. As a
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result, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act was created in 1973 and the EHA was amended in
1974. The goal of Section 504 was to prohibit discrimination against individuals with disabilities
for any entity receiving federal funds. The amendment to the EHA established that any state
receiving special education federal funds must prioritize educating all students with disabilities
(Yell, 2019). While the intent of the EHA was admirable, there was little enforceability that
could be done so educational services were still very minimal for students with disabilities.
Students with disabilities were still being excluded, and when they were included, the
programming and services provided were insufficient (Yell, 2019).
It was acknowledged in 1975 that stronger government and the support of legal court was
needed to ensure that students with disabilities were being given appropriate educational
opportunities. Hence, the 1975 amendment to the EHA, which later became Part B, was created,
and named the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA). States were provided
funding if they met the requirements of the EAHCA. It was not enough for states to just say they
were providing an education to students with disabilities, they had to pass laws and prove they
were in accordance with the law. The enactment of the EAHCA strongly established that a free
and appropriate education was no longer just seen as a privilege, or a hope, it had become a legal
right for students with disabilities (Kauffman et al., 2017; Yell, 2019). As the educational
opportunities for students with disabilities changed, lawmakers were forced to revise the
EAHCA to keep pace with those changes.
From 1975 through the 1990’s, there were major revisions to legislation that included
parent’s being awarded attorney’s fees if they prevailed in a case and expanded special education
services to children ages birth to three for early interventions. In 1990, the EAHCA was renamed
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). After renaming the act, other major
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revisions have taken place to increase the support and educational opportunities for students with
disabilities (Yell, 2019). Since 1990, the IDEA has focused on “people first” language and
practices. The phrase “handicap” was replaced with the word “disability” and transition services
were required to be addressed for students with disabilities by the time the student was 16 years
old. An amendment to the IDEA in 1997 focused on the educational outcomes for students with
disabilities. While students were being provided access to a free and appropriate education, the
expectations for their achievement were extremely low (Yell, 2019). The Amendment of 1997
focused on how students were demonstrating that they could achieve more due to receiving a
free and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment (U.S. DOE, 2010; Yell, 2019).
This has been done by requiring schools to provide measurable and quantifiable data to clearly
indicate the performance and educational outcomes of students with disabilities.
Not only was low achievement by students with disabilities a major worry, but there was
also a concern that many non-disabled students in schools were demonstrating low levels of
achievement (Kauffman et al., 2017; Yell, 2019). This resulted in the reauthorization of the 1965
ESEA which changed the named to the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002, as well as the 2004
reauthorization of the IDEA. The focus of these reauthorizations was results-driven
accountability by states and schools through statewide assessments. Included in those assessment
measures were students with disabilities (Yell, 2019). In 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act
eliminated many of the restrictive sanction measures of NCLB that were placed on schools.
Accountability for all student’s participation, achievement, and reporting on state assessments
was given back to the states and took the U.S. Department of Education out of the equation
(Yell, 2019). This change in accountability shifted the locus of control from the federal to the
state level and required that states examine their accountability assessment measures for students
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in special education. The expectation of ESSA is that students with disabilities are included in
the regular state assessments. School administrators need to ensure they understand how to
provide the necessary training and support to staff with the responsibility of preparing students
with disabilities to participate in regular state assessments (Hymes and Patelis, 2017; U.S. DOE,
2021; Yell, 2019). In school year 2017–18, between 43.5 and 54 percent of students with
disabilities in grades 3, 8 and 11, participated in a regular assessment based on grade level
academic achievement standards with accommodations in math and 32.1 to 43.6 percent of
students with disabilities participated without accommodations in math (U.S. DOE, pp. 61-62).
For the reading assessment, between 41.4 and 51.3 percent of students with disabilities in grades
3,8, and 11, participated in a regular assessment based on grade-level academic achievement
standards with accommodations. Between 34.5 and 45.6 percent of students participated without
accommodations in reading (U.S. DOE, p. 63).
Recent Supreme Court Cases
A review of the historical aspects of special education law put into perspective how far
the services and supports for students with disabilities has come. While there is an extensive
history of changes, special education continues to evolve. Within the last five years, there has
been one groundbreaking court case that has redefined the earliest version of FAPE. In 2017 the
U.S. Supreme Court’s handed down a unanimous opinion in the case of Endrew F. v. Douglas
County School District Re-1, 137 S. Ct. 988 (U.S. Department of Education). Endrew was a fifthgrade student with autism whose parents placed him in a private school because they did not
believe his public-school education was meeting his needs. In an effort to have the public school
pay for his private-school education, the family filed suit against the public school. All other
courts denied the parents right to reimbursement indicating that the school had done their best
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effort to provide Endrew with FAPE (Cowin, 2018, Yell, 2019). The case went all the way to the
Supreme Court and the court’s ruling redefined what a free and appropriate education meant for
students with disabilities. In this case, the Court defined a new interpretation for FAPE under the
IDEA. No longer is minimal service delivery enough for school districts to offer students with
disabilities. Regardless of their disability, students with disabilities can no longer just make some
progress as was originally established in Board of Education of the Hendrick Hudson School
District v. Rowley (1982). Now schools need to deliver services through the IEP that are
“reasonably calculated to enable a child to make progress appropriate in light of the child’s
circumstances“ (Endrew, 2017, p. 15). This court case changed the definition of how the
educational outcomes for students with disabilities cannot be minimized by school districts
(Crocket et al., 2019; U.S Department of Education, 2017; Yell, 2019).
To meet the requirements of the Endrew F. (2017) case, building administrators must
analyze the staff’s training, the schools’ programming, services, access to viable curriculum, and
environments that students with disabilities are being educated (Cowin, 2018; Yell, 2019). The
ability to predict or anticipate how special education laws and regulations may change after a
significant court case like the Endrew F. (2017) case is virtually impossible. However, building
administrators are expected to have a proficient level of knowledge regarding special education
compliance to reduce the likelihood that their school will be negatively impacted by any court
decision (CCSSO, 2017; McCarthy, 1992). As the building leader, the principal is directly
responsible for ensuring students’ rights are protected, and they are provided the opportunity to
reach their maximum educational potential (Bakken & Smith, 2011; Billingsley et al., 2017;
CCSSO, 2017; Yell, 2019).
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By reviewing the evolution and complexities of special education law, it clearly indicates
the importance of building administrators being able to effectively lead inclusive special
education practices to ensure that students with disabilities are afforded their educational rights
(Billingsley et al., 2017; Crockett et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; DeMatthews et al.,
2019; Samuels, 2018, Special Ed Connection, 2019; Yell, 2019). The next section reviews the
literature on how educational administration preparation programs have been ineffective with
equipping building leaders for inclusive leadership in special education.
Preparation Programs Lack Special Education Inclusive Practices
To successfully support students with disabilities, all building administrators need to
learn how to become special administrators during their preparation programs (Stile & Pettibone,
1980). As the responsibilities of instructional leadership have increased, more comprehensive
instruction is needed to prepare administrators for the multitude of tasks required of them
(Horner & Jordan, 2020). A long history exists of what instructional components are critical in
preparing administrators for their critical role as an inclusive leader for special education
(Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Bakken & Smith, 2011; Christensen et al., 2013; Crow & Whiteman,
2016; Daresh, 1997; Davis, 2001; Davis & Darling-Hammond, 2012; Goor et al., 1997; Jacobs et
al., 2004; Lashley, 2007; Lashley & Boscardin, 2003; Lyons, 2016; Osgood & Smith, 1998;
Patterson et al., 2000; Perrone & Tucker, 2019; Waldron & Redd, 2011). Even with the
recommendations for more special education instruction, building administrators still report they
lack the knowledge to adequately lead special education in their buildings (Bai & Martin, 2014;
Billingsley et al., 2017; Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019; Roberts & Guerra, 2017;
Robertson et al., 2017; Samuels, 2018). The strength of having a building administrator who
serves as an inclusive instructional leader and has special education knowledge is an advantage
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for a school, the staff, and the students (DeMatthews et al., 2019). However, the literature
indicates that administrator preparation continues to lack definition for effective application of
inclusive practices for special education and supporting students with disabilities (DeMatthews
et al., 2019; Hirth & Valesky, 1990; Sirotnik & Kimball, 1994).
The coursework that prepares administrators to lead special education has been debated
and researched. Traditionally, the preparation focus for administrators has been related to legal
special education components with no clarification on what other aspects should be included
(Crocket et al., 2019). A historical perspective on the special education preparation for
administrators was a study conducted by Hirth and Valesky (1990). The findings of the landmark
study reported that of the 66 universities surveyed within the United States, 46% of them
provided special education instruction through a general education law course and 7% required a
specific special education law course (Hirth & Valesky, 1990, p. 168). Of all 66 universities,
73% reported that less than 10% of instructional time is focused on special education law (Hirth
& Valesky, 1990, p. 171). Also reported was 22% of the 66 universities were responsible for
providing graduates with some special education knowledge, while 25% required no instruction
of special education to be provided (Hirth & Valesky, 1990, p. 167). Another historical study
done by Valesky and Hirth (1992) where they conducted a survey of state special education
directors to examine state special education requirements for school administrators. The results
indicated that 26 states had a requirement that some general knowledge of special education was
required for administrators and 21 states had no state requirement for special education (Valesky
& Hirth, 1992, p. 405).
DeMatthews et al. (2019) conducted a study on what leadership skills are needed in
preparation programs to create inclusive leaders for special education. The study included six
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principals who were identified as strong leaders and were determined to have created and
established inclusive schools by their superintendents or directors of special education. The
participants of the DeMatthews et al. (2019) study indicated that a critical component of
implementing inclusive practices is a focus on creating a belief system of inclusion. The
principals all reported that when they began their administrative careers, they had received
training that had focused on advocating that all students, including students with disabilities,
have access to an equitable and viable curriculum in classrooms next to their peers (DeMatthews,
2019). The principals reported that self-reflective practices assisted with keeping inclusive
practices a priority. The participants reported that through self-reflection, they evaluated their
own lack of knowledge and beliefs related to inclusion and supporting students with disabilities
to improve the areas they feel needed improvement.
DeMatthews et al. (2019) also reported that a deliberate focus on special education
content is needed in principal preparation programs. Participants indicated that skill instruction
related to eligibility identification, legal aspects, FAPE, educational environments, and
disciplining students with disabilities all need to be included in principal preparation programs.
Instructional leadership strategies for supporting staff to provide high levels of academic
engagement and learning also need to be included in preparation programs (DeMatthews et al.,
2019). According to DeMatthews et al. (2019), the principal as the instructional leader of the
school needs to understand, provide support and feedback, and lead conversations on improving
the inclusive practice of instruction within the school building. The study by DeMatthews et al.
(2019) concluded that the inclusive practice of understanding and utilizing intervention data to
inform instruction and consider placements for students with disabilities is critical.
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A 2009 study completed by Angelle and Bilton indicated that administrators reported
feeling some level of comfort when leading special education decisions in their buildings by
having completed a general special education class in their preparation program. Their feelings
were only that of a beginning level of comfort. The findings from the study suggest that
administrators have reported for years that they feel unprepared to lead special education and
support students with disabilities (Angelle & Bilton, 2009). A similar study conducted by
Christensen et al., (2013) surveyed 64 principals and reported that 87% indicated a high need for
instruction related to the special education legal aspects of IDEA and NCLB (p. 102). What has
been a pervasive issue continues to be one even in today’s school settings. Building
administrators today continue to feel unprepared to lead special education and support students
with disabilities (Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019;
Samuels, 2018). The lack of special education preparation impacts an administrator’s ability to
demonstrate effective leadership skills and uphold the responsibility for programming, services,
instruction, and discipline for students with disabilities (Billingsley et al., 2017; Hirth &
Valesky, 1991; Lyons, 2016; McCarthy, 1992; Robertson et al., 2017).
The study by Roberts and Guerra (2017) surveyed 72 principals on their perceptions of
preparedness to lead special education. The survey included five sections but the results of only
two of the sections were discussed in results of the study. The first section required the principals
to respond with yes or no using the guiding question of “do you feel you have sufficient
knowledge of the following topics to properly serve your students? (Roberts & Guerra, 2017, p.
10). The topics were separated into three sections that focused on legal knowledge, foundational
knowledge, and contextual knowledge. The findings indicated that of the 72 principals, 94% of
them felt they had adequate knowledge of special education laws (Roberts & Guerra, 2017, pp.
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9-10). With regards to the foundational knowledge, 93.8% of the principals felt knowledgeable
about topics related to the least restrictive environment, placement options, related services, and
discipline issues. The contextual knowledge was the area that principals felt the least
knowledgeable with 86.6% of them reporting adequate knowledge. Within the contextual
knowledge sections, 64% of the principals reported that the area with the least amount of
knowledge was related to instructional practices and curriculum knowledge to support students
with disabilities (Roberts & Guerra, 2017, pp. 9-10).
The other section of the Roberts and Guerra (2017) study included a short answer section.
The principals had to provide recommendations of special education topics they felt needed to be
included in principal preparation programs. Special education instruction on legal aspects was
recommended to be included in principal preparation program instruction by 41% of the
principals (Roberts & Guerra, 2017, p.11). The second highest recommendation for special
education instruction in principal preparation programs was by 25.7% of the principal’s
recommending instruction on Response to Intervention. Working with students with aggressive
behaviors, conducting meetings, and mentoring options for future principals were other
recommendations by 17.5%, 11%, and 10% respectively (Roberts & Guerra, 2017, p.11). This
pointed out that a need exists for special education instruction for principals. Special education
law, the area that principals felt they had the most knowledge, was also the area they
recommended for greater representation in preparation program instruction. The areas that
principals felt they had the least knowledge were instructional practices and curriculum
knowledge for students with disabilities, yet these two areas were not recommended to be
included in principal preparation programs by the participants (Roberts & Guerra, 2017). The
authors did recommend that the content of instructional practices and curriculum knowledge for
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students with disabilities be embedded into a curriculum and instruction principal preparation
course (Roberts & Guerra, 2017).
Crockett et al. (2009) reviewed 474 literature abstracts written between the years of 19702009 that focused on special education leadership skills. An average of 12 articles were written
per year on the leadership skills and characteristics needed by administrator to lead special
education. The number of articles separated by responses were: 77 articles of law and policy, 89
articles on personal training and development, 68 articles on leadership roles and responsibilities,
48 articles on leadership preparation and development, 70 articles on learning environments, 62
articles on accountability for student learning, 38 articles for collaboration and communication,
and 22 articles on technology and leadership for special education (Crockett et al., 2009, pp. 5758). Eight responses emerged from the review of the literature from four decades. The eight
responses were personnel training and development, law and policy, learning environment,
leadership roles and responsibilities, accountability for student learning, leadership preparation
and development, collaboration, and technology (Crockett et al., 2009, p. 57). Five of the eight
responses present over the four decades of literature were law and policy, leadership preparation
and development, leadership roles and responsibilities, learning environments, and personnel
training and development. These responses accounted for 74% of the literature reviewed from
1970-2009 (Crockett et al., 2009, p. 64). Three of the eight responses identified as important
special education leadership skills but lacked research were a focus on accountability for student
learning, collaboration and communication, and the use of technology in administering special
education. These responses, described as contemporary responses, accounted for only 26% of the
literature (Crocket et al., 2009, p. 65). The long-standing topics reviewed in the study by Crocket
et al. (2009) were of no surprise to the authors. Crockett et al. (2009) concluded that the minimal
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research on the contemporary issues faced by building administrators today indicates a lack of
new evidence related to accountability for student learning, collaboration and communication,
and technology utilization in special education. It is important that research reviews the historical
aspects of topic, but research also needs to improve upon and strengthen the topic (Crocket et al.,
2009).
The literature written on educational administration programs indicates that the very
programs responsible for providing education, training, and realistic experiences to prepare
administrators to step into a building and effectively support all students, lack a focus on special
education instruction (Bateman & Bateman, 2017; Crockett et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al.,
2019; Katsiyannis et al., 2017; Samuels, 2018; Sirotnik & Kimball, 1994). Building
administrators must be prepared on the first day they set foot in the building, they need to have
the training, skills, and knowledge to ensure a free and appropriate education is provided for all
students (Roberts & Guerra, 2018). A meta-analysis by Cobb (2015) described the following
special education responses important for administrators to know and practice. Responses from
the meta-analysis were inclusionary programs and services, create opportunities for staff
collaboration that supports inclusive practices, and serve as a bridge for parents through
engagement to support the goal of inclusion. Through the meta-analysis findings, Cobb (2015)
recommends that administrator preparation programs include instruction and experiences related
to the responses identified in the meta-analysis. Even though preparation programs are not
providing building administrators with adequate inclusive special education training. It is still the
responsibility of the building administrator to lead special education and support students with
disabilities through the utilization of inclusive practices (Billingsley et al., 2017; Billingsley et
al., 2018; Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Kauffman et
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al., 2017; Neumerski et al., 2018; Samuels, 2018; Steinbrecher et al., 2015). The next section
reviews the literature on the building administrator’s role with utilizing inclusive practices for
students with disabilities.
Building Administrators and Inclusive Practices
As already stated, one of the many facets that is included in the building administrator’s
role is to support students with disabilities by demonstrating inclusive leadership and being
knowledgeable about a wide variety of inclusive practices for special education (Baker, 1944;
Bateman, et al., 2017; Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Burrello et al., 1992; Crocket et al., 2019;
Garrison et al., 2007; Kauffman et al., 2017; McCoy, 1981; Payne & Murray, 1974; Vergason et
al., 1975). Students with disabilities continue to experience barriers to full inclusive practices
being implemented by building administrators. Barriers include attitudes of all staff, including
the building administrator, inadequate preparation of all staff to support students with
disabilities, negative notions about how the learning of nondisabled students is affected by
students with disabilities, a struggle to conceptualize or lack a clear definition of what inclusive
practices look like in a building, and a lack of resources to support students with disabilities
(Billingsley et al., 2018). Inclusive leadership training is often an overlooked and
underemphasized component of administrator preparation, yet it is the building administrator
who is responsible for supporting, implementing, and modeling the vision of an inclusive school
(Crocket et al., 2019, DeMatthews et al., 2019; Muhammad, 2015; Pazey & Cole, 2012; Young
et al., 2010).
Historically, students with disabilities were completely removed from their peers for
instruction and services and educated in completely different locations. Today, for the most part,
students with disabilities are educated in the same buildings along with their non-disabled peers
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to the greatest extent possible (Crockett et al., 2019). According to 2018 data, 64% of students
with disabilities spend 80 percent or more of their time in regular education classes (U.S.
Department of Education, 2021, p. 53). In 2009, 59.4% of students in special education were
educated inside the regular class 80% or more of the day (U.S. Department of Education, 2021,
p. 55). When students with disabilities are removed from accessing the general education
curriculum, instruction, and peers, there is the potential for them falling further behind
academically (Crocket et al., 2019; Gee, 2013; Parker & Day, 1997). To lead a fully inclusive
environment, there is an expectation modeled and verbalized by the building administrator that
all students with disabilities, even the most severely disabled and behaviorally challenged, are
fully immersed and educated alongside their non-disabled peers. monitoring how students with
disabilities are being educated in classrooms alongside their non-disabled peers. The expectation
of full inclusion is led by the building administrator through modeling, verbalizing, and
supporting staff to embrace the idea (Crocket et al., 2019).
A recent study conducted by DeMatthews et al. (2020) focused on the building principal
as the leader in creating an inclusive school and utilizing inclusive practices for students with
disabilities. DeMatthews et al., (2020) provides a framework for principals who want to create
inclusive educational environments and use inclusive practices for students with disabilities. The
DeMatthews et al. (2020) described how principals, identified as effective inclusive leaders,
perceived the challenges of including students with disabilities in their schools. The study
identified that principals who have special education and inclusion teaching experience may be
able to visualize a truly diverse and inclusive school. Leading eligibility and Individualized
Education Plan (IEP) meetings and handling discipline were more familiar and handled more
successfully when a principal had a background or experience in special education (DeMatthews
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et al., 2020). Two leadership approaches were discussed, improvement-focused and
intersectional-focused. Improvement-focused leaders were described as utilizing measures to
focus specifically on areas external to the students such as IEP improvement, teacher
responsiveness, accommodations, modifications, and interventions when applied to students in
the general education classrooms in an effort to support high levels of engagement and inclusion.
Intersectional-focused leaders were described as utilizing measures to focus on deliberate
inclusion and changes to the environments, staff, and students to support the students. A leader
who demonstrates intersectional focus is one who considers all students part of the school
community, responds to their cultural, community, or individual needs, and creates “shift in
thinking about schooling” (DeMatthews et al., 2020, p. 18). DeMatthews et al. (2020) concluded
that principal preparation should allow graduate students to research their school districts to
analyze inclusion practices. Through these research exercises, future building administrators can
use the data to create their own leadership responses to the challenges of inclusion in their school
district. Activities like this in preparation programs will assist future principals with creating
plans for inclusive practices that go deeper than just adding more layers of support for students
(DeMatthews et al., 2020).
Another study on utilizing inclusive practices for students with disabilities was by
Robertson et al. (2017). The study summarized interviews conducted with 11 graduate students
on their perceptions related to inclusive practice and being prepared to serve students with severe
disabilities. The participants included six educational administration graduate students, three
curriculum and instruction graduate students, and two counseling graduate students. From the
interviews, there were three areas of special education training that the participants identified as
needing to support students with disabilities. Those three areas were knowledge/supports,
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barriers to effective service delivery, and participant identified needs (Robertson et al., 2017, p.
7). All 11 participants reported feeling unprepared to serve students with severe disabilities.
They all indicated that neither their undergraduate nor their graduate coursework addressed the
information related to understanding and supporting students with severe disabilities. The
participants reported irritation with their lack of preparation as they felt frustrated and ineffective
as professionals when attempting to meet the needs of students with severe disabilities. They all
reported receiving preparation in courses that focused on surface level information about
students with disabilities and legal aspects of special education, but those courses did not
adequately prepare them to utilize inclusive practices for students with severe disabilities
(Robertson et al., 2017). All 11 graduate student participants reported that their preparation
programs lacked special education instruction on inclusive practices, and they acquired their
skills through trial-and-error and learning from other staff. One participant reported that the lack
of preparation required seeking out support from other individuals which much be done with
caution as other individuals may have underlying biases that they intentionally or unintentionally
project on others (Robertson et al., 2017).
The study by Robertson et al. (2017) also reported several barriers impacting the ability
to carry out inclusive practices to students with severe disabilities. These barriers included a lack
of collaboration opportunities, minimal experience on the integration of students with severe
disabilities, and the process of paperwork without contextual meaning. All of the graduate
students reported feeling previously unsupported when they were in their own classrooms. They
described how it was difficult to prepare engaging lessons for students with disabilities due to a
lack of collaboration time with special education professionals. This lack of connection made
them feel embarrassed, intimidated, and afraid to ask for assistance and caused personal feelings
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of ineffectiveness as past educators and future building leaders for special education (Robertson
et al., 2017, p. 11). All participants reported that low expectations and the lack of integration of
students with severe disabilities were also barriers for leaders. Three participants reported
working in buildings that emphasized inclusive practices of all students but continued to expect
the paraprofessional to deliver a majority of the instruction for the students they supported. Even
though the student was included in the general education classroom, they continued to appear
isolated from others (Robertson et al., 2017). Exacerbating the isolation of students with
disabilities in classrooms was the barrier of special education paperwork. All graduate student
participants reported being given an IEP for a student without any explanation on the context, no
collaboration with a special education professional to better understand their role in
implementing the IEP, or training on how to connect the student’s IEP to classroom instruction
(Robertson et al., 2017, p. 12).
The last responses discussed in the Robertson et al. (2017) study included
recommendations by the participants to improve future inclusive practices for supporting
students with severe disabilities. They also recommended better university preparation.
Providing more coursework on inclusive practices than just the basics of special education was a
need identified by participants. Experiences that allow university students to become familiar
working with students with severe disabilities was also a need identified by the participants.
Putting practice and learning into real-life application with real students was reported as a way to
make better connections with students with disabilities. Another need identified was ongoing
professional development to keep all staff informed of new inclusive practices such as
educational methods, legal changes, and resources that are available to utilize. Finally,
participants of the Robertson et al. (2017) study felt that as building leaders, they will be
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responsible for creating an environment that utilizes inclusive practices that support the
achievement and success of all students, even those with the most severe disabilities. To do this,
they need preparation, experience, and confidence (Robertson et al., 2017).
A recent study by Lyons (2016) was conducted to gain insights on what critical
knowledge was necessary to effectively lead special education and inclusive practices. Data was
gathered from a focus group comprised of two graduate students and eight educational leaders.
Information collected from the focus group prompted the creation of a year-long, graduate level
course called Leadership for Inclusive Education (Lyons, 2016, p. 38). The course was offered
two times. The first time it was offered over a summer at an off-campus site and conducted
through 36 hours of instruction over a two-week timeframe. The second time it was offered on
campus and conducted through weekly three-hour classes over a complete fall semester (Lyons,
2016, p. 39). Twenty-eight graduate students, 19 off-campus and 9 on-campus, completed the
leadership course. Using the information from the focus group, the leadership course included:
beliefs about disability, history of disability and special education, philosophy of inclusive
education, research on outcomes of inclusive education, policy and legislation on inclusive
education, effective leadership in inclusive schools, planning, implementing, and sustaining
change, building and supporting collaboration, differentiated instruction, leadership for
professional development, and school-wide positive behavior supports (Lyons, 2016, p. 43). All
participants reported agreement that the content provided in the leadership course was applicable
and they appreciated the opportunity to collaborate, brainstorm, and discuss with others on
methods that focus on creating an inclusive environment for students with disabilities. The
participants reported frustration that the content offered in course was not originally part of their
preparation program and should have been (Lyons, 2016). Through the study, the participants
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reported that even when provided additional instruction and training on inclusive practices, they
indicated that a separate training lacked connection and meaning when not incorporated in their
original preparation programs (Lyons, 2016).
Another study on inclusive practices was done by Ball and Green (2014) of 138
principals and assistant principals. Their study indicated that the building leaders’ attitudes
impacted the inclusive practices for students with disabilities in general education classrooms.
The study emphasized the importance of training related to special education and inclusive
practices. One finding was that building leaders have limited special education training and
minimal experience on inclusive teaching practices of students with disabilities. Of the 138
participants, 34 had special education teacher experience and 20 had special education
certification (Ball & Green, 2014, p. 68). The researchers concluded that the lack of training
related to special education and inclusive practices impacts the negative attitudes of building
leaders (Ball & Green, 2014). Another finding from the study by Ball and Green (2014) was
participants’ attitudes on where students with disabilities should be educated. The study revealed
that principals’ attitudes towards inclusion does not include students with severe/profound
disabilities. The principals in the Ball and Green (2014) study indicated that teachers should not
have to educate students with severe/profound disabilities. Rather, the study indicated that
students with severe disabilities should only be integrated for classroom activities but not for
educational programming and instruction, and students with severe/profound disabilities should
be educated in separate settings. Students with mild disabilities, whom principals perceive as
needing less supports and services, should be educated in the most inclusive setting possible
(Ball & Green, 2014, p. 70). The study also reported that a principal’s years of experience and
training increased, there was a negative correlation to their attitudes related to inclusion of
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students with disabilities (Ball & Green, 2014, p. 71). Ball and Green (2014) defined training as
“concepts and principles learned through professional development and formal training” (p. 60).
A principal’s belief on inclusion was a significant factor in predicting positive attitudes toward
the practice of inclusion (Ball & Green, 2014, p. 71). There was no relationship established
between the attitudes of principals and their perception of the most appropriate place for students
to be provided educational instruction. The findings suggest that a positive attitude toward
inclusionary practices is important for principals to exhibit, but special education training and the
experiences of working with students with disabilities is more critical when supporting inclusive
practices (Ball & Green, 2014, p. 72).
When principals lack confidence and are unable to lead the charge for inclusive practices
for students with disabilities, the likelihood that staff will develop and have an inclusive mindset
is very minimal (Billingsley et al., 2017; Crocket et al., 2019; Kauffman, 2017; Robertson et al.,
2017). A study of 13 principals by Frick et al. (2012) indicated that principals reported feeling
challenged morally and ethically when faced with inclusive practices for students with
disabilities. When required to keep a safe school environment for all students while balancing the
need to include students with disabilities, including students who struggle with behavior
challenges, principals felt unsettled. According to Frick et al. (2012), the balance of equal and
fair for all students versus the inclusive practices of students with disabilities presents a moral
dilemma. A historical study by Barnett and Monda-Amaya (1998) indicated that while principals
view themselves as inclusive leaders, they are under prepared and unable to accurately define
and articulate what inclusive practices are and what inclusion means (Barnet & Monda-Amaya,
1998).
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The building administrator’s role as the leader for inclusive practices is not a new
concept. In Burrello et al. (1992), five principals were part of a case study on the role the
principal plays as the inclusive leader. The evolution of the principal as the building leader for
students with disabilities was discussed in the study. Burrello et al. (1992) described how the
principals’ attitude of including students with disabilities in the school environment is correlated
to the success of students with disabilities. The positive attitude of the principal is a factor in
creating a positive environment that is inclusive of students with disabilities. Burrello et al.
(1992) discuss how being visible is another way that the principal demonstrates instructional
leadership. Visiting special education classrooms and interacting with students with disabilities
sets the visionary tone for inclusive practices for students with disabilities.
Burrello et al. (1992) also discuss how principals are reactionary to outside decisions
made by district leaders. District level decisions regarding the integration of special education
students in classrooms has an impact on the role the principal as the building leader of special
education. Guidance by district level administrators sets the tone for inclusive practices that
principals need to implement within the building. The importance of implementing inclusive
practices can also be a result of a strong relationship between the building administrator and the
district special education administration. The five principals in the study by Burrello et al.
(1992), recognized that their lack of special education knowledge required collaboration with the
district special education administration. The principal’s strong leadership was identified through
the involvement of the district special education administrator. Principals identified by special
education administration as exemplary were given autonomy to support students with disabilities
through program development, while other principals needed close monitoring to ensure legal
requirements were being followed for students with disabilities (Burrello et al., 1992). The
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relationship with other district administration had little impact on the principal’s acceptance and
leadership of special education. Burrello et al. (1992) indicated that time management and other
administrative activities were impacted more by other district leadership. The study by Burrello
et al. (1992) concluded that leading inclusive practices for students with disabilities within the
school is impacted more by the personal attitudes and beliefs of the principal but recommend
more research be conducted on how the principal’s behavior impacts student performance. The
next section reviews the literature on the building administrator’s role as the instructional leader
and supporting the inclusive practice of instructional for students with disabilities.
Building Administrator’s Role as the Instructional Leader
One component of inclusive practices that the building administrator is responsible for
leading ensuring students with disabilities have equitable access to high level and effective
instructional practices. According to Horner and Jordan (2020), effective inclusive leadership
practices include building administrators leading the discussions about the efforts to reach all
students. To support the learning and achievement for all students, they must be prepared to
handle the role of instructional leader (Goddard et al., 2019; NAESP, 2013). The idea of the
building administrator as the instructional leader is key to emphasizing that effective teaching
practices and high levels of achievement for all are main priorities for a school (Frost & Kersten,
2011; Parker & Day, 1997). In the role as the instructional leader, the precedent of success is
defined and modeled by the building administrator. They establish the expectations that all
students, including students with disabilities, can achieve high levels of academic success. The
teachers then hold the responsibility of creating engaging, highly effective, instructional
opportunities for all students. The building administrators and teachers work as a collective unit
and are responsible for ensuring that all students are provided rigorous instruction through

36

personalized support (Crocket et al., 2019; Horner & Jordan, 2020). It is when building
administrators are visible, involved, and engaged in the instructional components of a school
building, there is a message of high expectations for academic achievement and engagement by
all students to staff, students, and stakeholders (Crocket et al., 2019).
Another study supporting strong instructional leadership for student with disabilities was
a study by Goddard et al. (2019). The study indicated that differentiated instruction and other
rigorous instructional strategies are more likely to be implemented for all students, and not just
students with disabilities, when there is a strong instructional leadership presence in the building.
Utilizing differentiated instructional strategies in classrooms is supported by a strong
instructional leader. Even when faced with demographic challenges, a strong instructional leader
can positively impact the use of differentiated instructional practices. However, according to
Goddard at al. (2019), further research is needed to determine whether other responsibilities that
building administrators are responsible for such as staff evaluations or other reporting work deter
from the instructional leadership opportunities for which they are responsible.
The role of the building administrator as the instructional leader for special education was
also researched by Steinbrecher et al. (2015) in an interview of five principals. From the data
collected, responsess emerged pertaining to inclusive practices that effective principals utilized
to lead special education programs. Instructional planning and strategies were identified as
inclusive practice areas that principals reported having a lack of knowledge and experience with
leading special education (Steinbrecher et al., 2015). None of the five principals interviewed
were able to elaborate on specific strategies when they discussed differentiation,
individualization, or best practices for students with disabilities. They all reported that these
skills are important for an instructional leader to recognize in order to provide feedback to
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special education teachers but could not provide any explicit information related to specific
instructional strategies. Therefore, Steinbrecher et al. (2015) concluded that principal’s effective
evaluation of special education teachers is difficult without a deeper understanding of these
instructional strategies. Similar to the findings of Steinbrecher et al. (2015), Bateman and
Bateman’s (2014) study reported that the principal’s lack of engagement and a deep
understanding of instruction for students with disabilities may relate to their unfamiliarity with
which specific instructional strategies are effective and successful for students with disabilities.
Backor and Gordon (2015) conducted a study on the perceptions of how to best prepare
building administrators to be effective instructional leaders. Fifteen participants provided
information on preparation for instructional leadership related to applicant screening, functions
of instructional leadership, knowledge, skills, dispositions, teaching and learning strategies, field
experiences, and induction (Backor & Gordon, 2015, pp. 108-109). The participants indicated
three major areas of importance for preparing administrators to be instructional leaders. Those
areas were applicant screening, adequate preparation, and induction opportunities.
While the Backor and Gordon (2015) study did not focus specifically on instructional
leadership in special education, all participants of the study felt that instructional leadership and
leading special education is included in the part of the preparation process that building
administrators receive. The participants all indicated that administrators need a diverse
knowledge base of understanding and evaluating the delivery of special education instruction.
Findings suggest that the leader needs to be able to engage in conversations and provide
feedback on effective instructional practices that promote high levels of achievement and
engagement for all students. Backor and Gordon (2015) concluded that administration
preparation programs need to assess how their program is promoting instructional leadership for
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all students by evaluating and revising the program instructional frameworks (Backor & Gordon,
2015).
Christensen et al. (2013) conducted a study of 64 principals regarding their beliefs of
what special education instruction should be provided to prepare them as the building
instructional leader to meet the needs of students with disabilities and close the achievement gap.
A high area of need, as reported by 89.9% of the participants, was training on implementing the
general education curriculum with accommodations and modifications for students with
disabilities (Christensen et al., 2013, p. 102). Students with disabilities must have access to the
general education curriculum and be educated with their non-disabled peers to the greatest extent
possible (IDEA, 2004). With little preparation, instructing students with disabilities can feel very
overwhelming for principals when accountability for results is an expectation (Christensen et al.,
2013). Also reported in the study was 87% of the principals reported that instruction on legal
knowledge was critical and 79% of them indicated that instruction was needed on how the IDEA
is directly related to NCLB (Christensen et al., 2013, p. 102). Christensen et al. (2013) reported
that 77% of the principal’s felt education and training on content of the Individualized Education
Plan (IEP) was important (p. 102). Christensen et al. (2013) concluded that since the IEP guides
the instruction for students with disabilities, focused training on the IEP’s connection to
classroom instruction is a critical inclusive practice for principals to understand. The next section
reviews the literature on the building administrator’s role in discipling students with disabilities
while still supporting the inclusive practices of keeping students with disabilities within the
building and receiving instruction and special education services.
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Building Administrators’ Role in Disciplining Students with Disabilities
It is not a new practice for the building administrator to serve in the role of
disciplinarian. As the ultimate decision maker, they are continually faced with the responsibility
of maintaining a safe, secure, and academically successful school while attempting to balance
and pay attention to the equity, marginalization, diversity, inclusiveness, and differentiation of all
students on a single decision (Crockett et al., 2019, Young et al., 2010). Disciplining a student
with a disability may be one of the most emotionally perplexing decisions a building
administrator must make, as there are a multitude of items to consider before assigning a
disciplinary action to a student (Christensen et al., 2013; Cobb, 2015; McCarthy & Soodak,
2007; Roberts & Guerra, 2017; Steinbrecher et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2016; Williams et al.,
2013). Addressing the disciplinary procedures for students with disabilities has evolved slowly
over the years (Yell, 2019). Handling difficult disciplinary situations can function as learning
opportunities for building administrators, yet few consider or have time to reflect on any
personal learning that took place in relation to inclusive special education practices (Sider et al.,
2017). The process of disciplining students with disabilities has been, and continues to be, an
area related to special education that is confusing and controversial for school administrators
(Kauffman et al., 2017; Samuels, 2018; Yell, 1989; Yell, 2019).
What was previously thought of as a special education administrators’ responsibility,
disciplinary action for students with disabilities has now been delegated to the building principal
(Billingsley et al., 2017; Crocket et al., 2019; DeMathews et al., 2020; Kauffman et al., 2017;
Samuels, 2018; Yell, 2019). Not only does a trained special education administrator face the task
of implementing and complying with the complex laws that govern special education, the
building administrator, by virtue of their leadership role, must also handle special education

40

decisions when it comes to disciplining students with disabilities. (DeMatthews et al., 2020;
Goor et al., 1997; Payne & Murray, 1974; Samuels, 2018; Sirotnik & Kimball, 1994; Valesky &
Hirth, 1992).
A study related to discipline and inclusive practices was conducted by Williams et al.
(2016). The study included 155 principals and the findings suggest that principals feel
inadequate, unprepared, and experience cognitive dissonance when handling discipline issues for
students with disabilities. Furthermore, the study indicated that principals feel threatened by
students with disabilities and worry about being able to keep the school safe through the use of
discipline measures. According to Williams et al. (2016), the perception is that handling
discipline for students with disabilities must be different and threatens their ability to keep all
students safe in school.
Another study related to discipline by Dowell and Larwin (2016) studied administrators’
attitudes towards the use of physical restraints. The study included 202 principals that
participated and completed a survey that measured the use of physical restraints on students with
behavior disorders and the principal’s tendencies to utilize the use of physical restraint. The
research detailed the frequency of which principals utilized physical restraint. Through this
study, it was determined that there was a significant relationship between the frequency of using
physical restraint and the building administrator’s personal attitude toward using a restraint. The
findings suggest that principals who agree with the use of physical restraint are more apt to use
that behavior intervention versus administrators who oppose the use of restraints (Dowell &
Darwin, 2016).
While the Dowell and Darwin (2016) study did not directly address restraining students
with disabilities, the most recent Office of Civil Rights (OCR) data (2020) indicates the high
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level of restraints are applied to students with disabilities which connects to the discipline
responsibilities of today’s building principals. Of the 70,883 total students who were restrained
in 2017-18, students with disabilities made up 80% of that number (CRDC, 2020, p. 6). The
method of physical restraint is one that is considered a last-resort option (Yell, 2019). The use of
physical restraint is on the rise. The previous OCR data from 2013-2014 indicated that 67% of
students with disabilities were restrained while at school (CRDC, 2016, p. 5). As the individual
responsible for keeping the school environment safe and secure, principals utilize various
methods to keep students and staff safe. The idea of more training for principals was addressed
by Dowell and Larwin (2016). Through increased training on supporting students with
disabilities and using positive behavioral interventions, building administrators are better
equipped to be the building special education leader (Crockett et al., 2019; Dowell & Larwin,
2016; Yell, 2019)
A research synthesis of 19 articles conducted by Williams et al. (2013) investigated if the
act of disciplinary exclusion by principals was a result of a perceived threat by students with
disabilities. According to Williams et al. (2013), building principals perceived both symbolic and
realistic threats by students with disabilities to uphold their professional obligations to provide a
safe, positive school climate for all students while balancing the need of students’ individual
rights. Principals in the 19-article meta-analysis study indicated that their ability to enact
disciplinary consequences for students with disabilities was limited due to a lack of preparation
and understanding of special education and legal obligations defined by the IDEA (Williams et
al., 2013). The study found that perception of limited disciplinary actions for students with
disabilities was negatively viewed by general education teachers and community members who
lack understanding of special education discipline procedures (Williams et al., 2013). The study
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also found that the principal’s ability to complete the other required duties needing to be fulfilled
in their position as the building leader was threatened. Principals’ time was limited to effectively
handle disciplinary situations for students with disabilities. The study also found that the
financial resources available to school was impacted by students needing alternate locations to
support their behaviors (Williams et al., 2013). There is also a perceived threat of students with
disabilities on the educational delivery for other students. When students with disabilities
misbehave and interrupt the learning of others, the principals perceived the idea of full inclusion
as a threat on the education of all students (Williams et al., 2013).
Major special education decisions when done inaccurately can negatively impact a school
district and have costly consequences (Yell, 2019). Disciplinary decisions are major decisions for
students with disabilities and have the potential to be litigated if done incorrectly (Bateman et al.,
2017; Billingsley et al., 2017; Thompson, 2017; Yell, 2019). Avoiding major mistakes when
supporting students with disabilities can be done when building administrators are able to lead
and make sound special education decisions in their buildings (Osgood-Smith & Colon, 1998;
Samuels, 2018). The next section reviews the literature on the leadership standards that
document how building administrators demonstrate leadership practices for all students in
schools.
Leadership Standards Related to Special Education
Just as there are educational standards to guide the learning targets for students, there are
professional standards to guide future and practicing educational leaders. To guide their
educational decisions and practices, future and practicing administrators need to utilize and apply
the skills and concepts outlined in the standards (Crockett et al., 2019). The standards created
were the professional preparation standards and the leadership standards. They were created to
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serve as a guide and document what future and practicing administrators need demonstrate as
building administrators. Unfortunately, either set of standards specifically indicates how to
acquire the knowledge, skills, beliefs, and dispositions that lead to the highest levels of student
success for all students (Cooner, et al., 2004: Crockett et al., 2019; Kauffman, 2017; NPBEA,
2015).
The leadership standards that future educational administrators are introduced to in most
preparation programs are the National Educational Leadership Preparation Program Recognition
Standards (NELP) (NPBEA, 2018). These components need to be included in high-quality
preparation programs to equip future educational leaders (NPBEA, 2018, p. 2). The NELP
components represent effective practices that programs should strive for their students to attain.
Leadership programs and the courses offered can only design and present the information, the
learners must engage in their own learning and develop an understanding to become equipped to
lead. The NELP components provide an instructional framework that emphasizes the skills that
future administrators need to learn to feel prepared to effectively support and assisting every
student to reach their highest potential (NPBEA, 2018). To connect the instruction provided in
administrator preparation programs to the application of real-life experiences, the National
Policy for Educational Administration (NPBEA) indicates that the 2018 NELP components have
evolved to address the changes faced by practicing educational leaders in schools today (Crocket
et al., 2019; NPBEA, 2018). Utilizing these standards provides support as future building
administrators gain experience and confidence during their preparation programs on how to
successfully manage a building, effectively lead staff, and support students from diverse
populations, including students with disabilities. There is a resounding message directed towards
educational administration programs to prepare leaders to lead inclusive practices and support
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the direction of schools to better support students with disabilities (Baker, 1944; Bateman et al.,
2017; Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Burrello et al., 1992; Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al.,
2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Kauffman et al., 2017; McCoy, 1981; Payne & Murray, 1974;
Vergason et al., 1975). Throughout the NELP components, the phrases diverse and diversity are
documented. The word diverse is mentioned 48 times and the word diversity is mentioned 37
times. The reference of special education and students with disabilities is implicit and minimal.
The word disability is only mentioned three times and the word special education is only
mentioned four times throughout the content of the 142-page document (NPBEA, 2018).
A study by Bateman et al. (2017) completed a meta-analysis of literature and professional
leadership standards for building administrator’s training. The study reviewed both for references
to special education leadership skills and special education terms. The meta-analysis revealed
that the standards lacked reference to special education even though the literature supported the
need for special education instruction for building administrators (Bateman et al., 2017). The
lack of inclusionary language in the standards provides no framework for preparation programs
to incorporate special education in their leadership instruction for future building administrators.
As a result of the meta-analysis, Bateman et al. (2017) created a list of special education
competencies (Appendix B) to use as a guide of inclusive and instructional practices for future
building administrators leading special education and supporting students with disabilities.
To serve as a bridge between the novice and the experienced building administrator, the
Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) provides a framework for practicing
administrators to utilize (NPBEA, 2015). The PSEL leadership standards are those that
practicing educational administrators need to apply in their daily practices. Through research and
the impact that building administrator play on achievement, the PSEL standards define the
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leadership skills that practicing school administrators need to demonstrate in order to improve
student achievement and implement equitable educational and leadership practices for all
students (NPBEA, 2015, p. 31). Similar to the NELP preparation components, there is implicit
attention on special education mentioned in the PSEL standards. Implicit attention does not
support the need that administrators lack preparation in special education (Crocket et al., 2019;
DeMatthews et al., 2020; Kauffman et al., 2017; Samuels, 2018). Within the 38-page document
of the PSEL standards, the word disability is only mentioned one-time, special education is not
directly mentioned, the term diversity is only mentioned one time, and the word diverse is not
mentioned at all. Within the PSEL standards, the word equity is utilized 17 times and the phrase
cultural responsiveness is present eight times (NPBEA, 2015). Phrases like diverse and diversity
do not explicitly address the important role that building administrators play when leading
special education and supporting students with disabilities (Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Crockett
et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Kaufmann et al., 2017; Samuels, 2018).
In addition to leadership standards, there have been and continue to be textbooks devoted
entirely to informing building administrators how to effectively maneuver the winding pathways
and multi-faceted arena of special education leadership (Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Crocket et
al., 2019; Kauffmann et al., 2017). The newest versions of textbooks inform administrator on
improving their special education leadership skills. Multiple editions of these textbooks indicate
their longstanding relevancy and importance to leading special education effectively. These
textbooks provide information to district and building administrators on special education topics
including understanding and implementing compliance legal practices, engagement, instruction,
and inclusive practices, as well as addressing challenges that leaders of special education
continue to face and strategies for addressing and overcoming those challenges (Bateman &
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Bateman, 2014; Crocket et al., 2019; Kauffman, 2017; Osborne & Russo, 2009; Yell, 2019).
Learning special education on the job for building administrators can be costly and risky
(Crocket et al., 2019; Samuels, 2018). Due process, procedural complaints, and litigation
procedures thrust them into the spotlight and indicate that they are not adequately trained on
special education law or leading special education (Samuels, 2018).
The lack of focus on inclusive practices for special education and supporting students
with disabilities within the PSEL standards and the NELP components supports the notion that
building administrators’ leadership lack preparation. (Backor & Gordon, 2015; Billingsley et al.,
2017; Hirth & Valesky, 1991; Lyons, 2016; McCarthy, 1992; Robertson et al., 2017). Building
administrators must shoulder the responsibility of learning about inclusive practices for special
education on their own. Administrators report that even when they have a primary goal of
leading a school that demonstrates inclusive practices, the tools they utilize to implement those
practices are learned on the job, through difficult litigated experiences, or through self-reflection
and learning (Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019). Finding time to study and learn
more about special education inclusive practices and procedures is something that current
building administrators indicate they struggle with achieving (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Bai &
Martin, 2015; Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Christensen et al., 2013; DeMatthews et al., 2019;
DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; DiPaola et al., 2004; Goor et al., 1997; Jacobs et al., 2004;
Lasky & Karge, 2006; Lyons, 2016; Parker & Day, 1997; Patterson et al., 2000; Samuels, 2018;
Wakeman et al., 2006; Waldron et al., 2011). The next section reviews the literature related to
resources created to assist practicing building administrators demonstrate inclusive practices in
special education and for students with disabilities.
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Making it All Connect: From Practice Inclusive Practices Application
A concern continues to be that building administrators’ primary mode of learning about
special education comes through independent study and on-the-job training. Learning in the
moment is more likely to create a deeper retention but can also be very risky if the situation
becomes litigated. The building administrator is the individual expected to have the most
knowledge when a school has to defend a decision related to special education (Samuels, 2018).
A supplemental guide was development to assist building administrators with improving their
inclusive practices for special education while on-the-job. The guide also assists with connecting
the preparation and leadership standards to the daily practices of building administrators. The
Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and the Collaboration for Effective Education
Development, Accountability, and Reform Center (CEEDAR) developed a supplemental
instructional guide focused on inclusive practices. The supplemental instructional guide is titled
PSEL 2015 and Promoting Principal Leadership for the Success of Students with Disabilities
(CCSSO & CEEDAR, 2017). The three major sections directly focus on the inclusive practices
that building administrators need to demonstrate to best support students with disabilities. It was
produced to help building administrators apply their inclusive leadership skills while also
creating inclusive environments for students with disabilities (CCSSO & CEEDAR, 2017;
Crocket et al., 2019).
The first section of the PSEL 2015 and Promoting Principal Leadership for the Success
of Students with Disabilities supplemental instructional guide outline covers each of the PSEL
standards and provides expanded verbiage on how the standard translates into application of
inclusive practices by a building administrator and supporting students with disabilities (CCSSO
& CEEDAR, 2017). The second section of the PSEL 2015 and Promoting Principal Leadership
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for the Success of Students with Disabilities supplemental instructional guide addresses
competencies connected to the leadership standards that building administrators must
demonstrate in order to best serve students with disabilities and effectively lead special education
instruction, inclusive practices, and staff. The third section of the PSEL 2015 and Promoting
Principal Leadership for the Success of Students with Disabilities supplemental instructional
guide addresses what content, instruction, and experiential activities are needed in preparation
programs to ensure building administrators step into their leadership roles ready to lead special
education (CCSSO & CEEDAR, 2017). Using the PSEL 2015 and Promoting Principal
Leadership for the Success of Students with Disabilities supplemental instructional guide,
building administrators are provided explicit information on how each PSEL standard can be
applied to supporting an inclusive environment, leading special education, and supporting
students with disabilities. (CCSSO & CEEDAR, 2017; Crocket et al., 2019).
A meta-analysis by Billingsley et al. (2017) provided another way to assist administrators
with connecting application to practice. Through a synthesis of literature, Billingsley et al.
(2017) described inclusive practices and leadership skills that building administrators need to
demonstrate to effectively support the achievements, successes, and inclusionary practices of
students with disabilities. The study found that instructional leadership, leadership for inclusive
schools, and support of parent-family engagement described the critical role the building
administrator plays in supporting the instructional and inclusion outcomes for students with
disabilities and engaging families. As part of their research synthesis, Billingsley et al. (2017)
created two resource documents to support the practice and application for administrator
leadership. The first resource document is called the Innovative Configuration Matrix for
Principal Leadership for Students with Disabilities (Appendix C). The matrix aligns with the
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research synthesized under each responses and provides implementation details of the critical
skills and knowledge that building administrators need to demonstrate when working to create
inclusive schools for students with disabilities (Billingsley et al., 2017, pp. 67-72). The second
document created by Billingsley et al. (2017) is called the Crosswalk Aligning PSEL 2015
Standards, Guidance Document, & Principal Leadership Innovation Configuration (Appendix
D). This crosswalk features the alignment between each PSEL 2015 standard, selections that
focus on the leadership practice that supports students with disabilities from the CCSSO &
CEEDAR (2017) supplemental instructional guide, and the page which to find the content from
the Billingsley et al. (2017) meta-analysis. Both configuration documents can be used by current
building administrators to acutely focus their daily practices and ensure they are demonstrating
inclusive practices for special education and supporting students with disabilities. The
configuration documents could also be utilized by administrator preparation programs to analyze
the educational structures they provide to future administrators. Using the structures found
within the Innovative Configuration Matrix for Principal Leadership for Students with
Disabilities and the Crosswalk Aligning PSEL 2015 Standards, Guidance Document, & Principal
Leadership Innovation Configuration educational administrator programs can assess what
components of inclusive leadership practices are missing from their present delivery framework
(Billingsley et al., 2017).
Another way for building administrator to connect special education practice to
application is the 2015 Council for Exception Children (CEC) Advanced Specialty Set of
Professional Ethics and Standards (CEC, 2015, p.100). These advanced standards explicitly
inform educational leaders on the professional, ethical, and responsible behaviors they need to
demonstrate to support for students with disabilities and their families (CEC, 2015). The CEC
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Advanced Specialty Set of Professional Ethics and Standards provide compliance and law
guidance that building administrators need to know. The advanced standards also provide a
framework for educational leadership that supports and expects high levels of success and
achievement from all students (CEC, 2015).
Thompson (2017) surveyed special education directors and school-based special
education administrators to examine the skill areas perceived as being essential for leading
special education. Participants were asked to examine 25 competencies and indicate the level of
importance of each competency. The 25 competencies were a condensed version of the original
35 competencies created by the Council for Exceptional Children (1997). The results of the study
indicated that all 25 competencies were reported as important by special education directors and
school-based special education administrators. This information indicates that the 1997 CEC list
of competencies is still a relevant list of the skills required to be considered an effective special
education leader (Thompson, 2017). There were four competencies rated the highest by both
special education directors and school-based special education administrators. They were ethical
practice through high standards and effective communication, understanding the legal aspects of
special education, high-level decision making for students with disabilities based on trust,
communication, and respect, and understanding how service decision are made and provided to
students with disabilities (Thompson, 2017). The resources identified in this section of “Making
it all Connect: From Practice to Application of Inclusive Practices” support the need for building
administrators to have knowledge on the application of strategies of inclusion through research
that focuses on special education leadership and supporting students with disabilities (Billingsley
et al., 2017; Burrello et al., 1992; Cline, 1981; Cochrane & Westling, 1977; Cook et al., 1999;
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DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Dyal et al., 1996; McCarthy, 1992; McCoy
1981; Payne & Murray, 1974).
Summary
As the ultimate school decision maker, the building administrator is continually faced
with the responsibility of maintaining a safe, secure, and academically successful school all
while attempting to balance the equity of all students on a single decision (DeMatthews et al.,
2020; Samuels, 2018; Yell, 2019). On a daily basis, the building administrator is confronted with
making numerous quick decisions that deal with the inclusive practices of special education
being able to implement compliant special education decisions while maintaining an equitable
school environment for all students can be a challenge faced by any building administrator,
regardless of experience (Bateman & Bateman, 2014). Building administrators have the
responsibility of supporting all students, even students with disabilities, and they do this by
implementing inclusive special education practices.
This study intended to examine the perceptions of building administrators regarding the
inclusive practices they need to utilize daily to support students with disabilities. The topics
covered in this chapter were how both special education law and the role of the building
administrator in leading special education have evolved. Also discussed in this chapter was the
special education content provided in educational administration preparation programs, the
building administrator as the leader for inclusive practices within the school environment, and
the leadership standards linked to special education and how building administrators relate
content to the daily application when utilizing inclusive practices for special education. In the
following chapter, the research method is discussed including research questions, the design of
the study, data collection, and analysis.
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CHAPTER 3
Methodology
This study sought to determine the perceptions of building administrators regarding their
knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education. This was done by investigating
the participants’ perceptions on what they knew about inclusive practices for special education,
the instruction they received on inclusive practices during their administrator preparation
program, and how they learn and apply knowledge related to inclusive practices for special
education to their present leadership position. This study also investigated what special education
coursework/content, knowledge, and competencies, building administrators identify as needed to
prepare them to lead inclusive practices for special education, and what they perceived as their
biggest challenges in leading inclusive practices.
The study was a mixed-methods design, which was utilized to gather both quantitative
and qualitative data to answer the research questions that served as a guide for the study.
Research Questions
Research Question 1. What do building administrators currently know about inclusive
practices for special education?
Research Question 2. To what extent do building administrators believe they are
equipped for their role of leading inclusive practices for students with disabilities?
Research Question 3. To what extent do building administrators’ perceptions about their
ability to lead inclusive practices for special education vary based on whether they have a
degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in special education?
Research Question 4. In what ways do building administrators primarily learn about
inclusive practices for special education?
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Research Design
A mixed-methods research design analyzed quantitative and qualitative data gathered
from a three-section online survey (Appendix A). A fundamental purpose for using a mixedmethods design was to utilize the advantages of both a quantitative and a qualitative design.
Using both quantitative and qualitative data allows for a deeper understanding of the study than
could be achieved by using only one of the designs (Mills & Gay, 2016). The quantitative
component collected information about the participants in two sections using a Likert scale and
multiple-choice questions. The qualitative component collected information using a five-question
open-ended section included in the survey allowing participants to use their own words to
expand upon their perspectives.
Research Hypothesis
To address Research Question 3, the following hypotheses were created:
H0 – There is no difference in the perceptions of preparedness for leading special
education based on building administrators’ certification, a degree, or teaching experience in
special education.
H1 – There is a difference in perceptions of building administrator preparedness for
leading special education based on the administrator’s certification, a degree, or teaching
experience in special education. Specifically, it is hypothesized that leaders who have SPED
certification, a SPED degree, and SPED teaching experience will have higher perceived levels of
preparedness than those without.
Participants
The available population used for this study included building administrators from the
149 accredited, public-school districts across one Midwestern rural state. To be included in the
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study, all building administrators were required to have: a) completed an administration
preparation program, b) obtained an educational administration degree, and c) been in their
administrative position for at least one year. One year of experience provided the administrator
with knowledge related to inclusive special education leadership practices and working with
students with disabilities. Building administrators who served a dual role (i.e., superintendent
who was also the elementary principal) were included in the study. Individuals who served only
as a district level administrator were not included in this study.
Sampling
Participants for this study were selected using purposive sampling. The principals,
assistant principals, dean of students, and administrator interns within the state were intentionally
selected. The administrator information was located on the state’s Department of Education (SD
DOE) website. An Excel spreadsheet containing information on each of the 149 accredited,
public schools and the administrators at those public school was utilized to contact the
participants for this study.
Instrumentation and Questionnaire
The instrument used for this research study was a Qualtrics electronic survey. The
participants were required to login and use a password to access the survey. Only building
administrators with whom the survey was shared were given access to complete the survey. The
administrators needed to log in to their state’s K-12 account using their login/password.
The electronic survey used for this study collected both quantitative and qualitative data
responses. The framework for the electronic survey came from an existing survey created by
Keenoy (2012) and replicated with revisions by Moore (2020). The original Keenoy (2012)
survey was created through the review of literature that addressed the skills necessary for
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principals to be provide effective special education leadership (Baker, 1944; Bateman, et al.,
2017; Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Burrello, et al., 1992; Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al.,
2019, DeMatthews et al., 2020; Keenoy, 2012; McCoy, 1981; Moore, 2020; Payne & Murray,
1974; Vergason, et al., 1975; Yell, 2019). Some of the multiple-choice and open-ended survey
questions were revised to align to the research questions in this study. The Keenoy (2012) and
Moore (2020) studies used multiple-choice questions with four options. For this study, a 0–10point Likert scale was used in place of the multiple-choice options that measured perceptions.
Consistent with Keenoy and Moore, demographic information was collected through multiple
choice in both the Keenoy (2012) and the Moore (2020) studies. The collection of demographic
information through multiple choice survey questions were also used for this study.
Section 1 of the questionnaire gathered quantitative demographic information and general
characteristics of the participants. This section included 15 multiple choice questions, yes-no
responses, and short answer questions. The first nine questions gathered information on the
participants’ gender, years of educational experience, years of building-level administrative
experience, educational background, size of school they led, and the special education population
at the school. Gender question responses were recoded with 1 representing male, 2 representing
female, and 3 representing not wishing to disclose any gender information.
The next six questions of section 1 gathered information on the participants’ previous
teaching experiences, specifically drawing attention to any special education experiences by the
participants. The participants were asked if they hold a degree or certification in special
education, if they have ever taught special education, how they obtained their special education
certification, if they had any special education courses during their administrator preparation
program, and if they had completed any additional special education courses. Responses
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addressing special education degree or certification were dichotomous, recording 1 for special
education certification or 0 for no special education certification. Information was gathered by
short answer on special education courses during the administrator’s preparation coursework as
well as any additional special education course that may have been completed after their
administration preparation program.
Section 2 of the questionnaire gathered quantitative data on building administrators’
preparedness for special education leadership. Participants reported their present level of
knowledge related to special education, perceptions of the special education preparation they
received during their administrative preparation program, and how they currently learn about
special education content. Section 2 was split into three subsections (A, B, C). Subsections IIA
and IIB measured the participants’ current knowledge and perceived level of preparation using
30 10-point Likert scale questions (15 questions in each section). The Likert scales indicated the
measurement of 0 (No Knowledge, No Preparation), 5 (Some Knowledge, Some Preparation),
and 10 (Great Deal of Knowledge, Great Deal of Preparation). Subsection IIC measured how
they currently learn about special education topics. This subsection used a multiple-choice
method where the participants indicated a 1 (administrator preparation program), a 2 (on the job),
a 3 (from a special education teacher/administrator), or a 4 (other). If “other” was indicated, then
additional information was needed to clarify what “other” meant to learn more about how the
participant currently learns about special education topics.
Section 3 of the questionnaire gathered qualitative data using five open-ended questions.
Using open-ended responses in a survey allows the participants to provide genuine feedback that
can extend the quantitative results (Popping, 2015; Rouder et al., 2021). These open-ended
questions gave participants an opportunity to elaborate and broaden their responses related to the
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beliefs on their preparedness to lead special education. They were able to describe how their
administration preparation program equipped them to lead the day-to-day requirements and the
instructional leadership of special education. They were able to discuss how they felt a special
education degree, certification, or teaching experience, equipped them to lead special education.
The open-ended questions also included an opportunity for the participants to describe what
coursework they feel is needed in an administration preparation program to equip them for
leadership in special education, what specific knowledge and competencies building
administrators need to be instructional leaders in special education, and what are the biggest
challenges that they face as building administrations when leading special education.
Validity and Reliability
The validity of an instrument indicates how well the instrument measures what it is
intended to measure and “having reviewers examine the completeness of the questionnaire is one
way to determine its content validity” (Mills & Gay, 2016, p. 197). The survey created by
Keenoy (2012) was evaluated for validity by having an expert panel complete a pilot-testing to
provide feedback on any deficiencies or suggestions for improvement. The panel consisted of a
school administrator, a special education administrator, and a university special education
professor. All of them reviewed and examined the completeness of the Keenoy (2012) survey
instrument to assess its validity.
According to Mills and Gay (2016), the reliability of a test is how trustworthy a test is
when measuring the results. Reliability for this questionnaire was calculated using the
Cronbach’s alpha test. The use of Likert scales in the subsections IIA and IIB for knowledge and
preparation calls for the use of Cronbach’s alpha test to examine internal consistency across
response items Since the original Moore (2020) and the Keenoy (2012) surveys were revised, the
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reliability was recalculated for internal consistency by subscale after the data were collected. The
Cronbach’s for Keenoy’s (2012) survey was 0.92 for the knowledge section and 0.96 for the
preparation section. The Cronbach for Moore’s (2020) survey on the preparedness scale was
0.935. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha for these two sections were reported after the data
were collected.
Data Collection
After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), a recruitment email
(Appendix E) was sent to building administrators at all 149 accredited public schools in the rural
Midwestern state through the state’s public email system. To determine what building
administrators were serving in a position of principal, assistant principal, dean of students, and
administrator intern, the lists of accredited schools were compared and cross checked with the
2021-22 summary of structures, the educational directory, the address lists of building
administrators and school information, and the address lists of superintendents, administrators,
and district information found on the states’ Educational Directory webpage found on the state’s
Department of Education website. The demographic data from the survey found in the first
section provided the needed information to determine which building administrators did not fit
the criteria of practicing for at least one year. Data from these building administrators were not
used in the study. The participants were provided access to the online survey for a period three
weeks. During that time, participants who had not completed the survey received reminder
emails (Appendix F) from the researcher every week.
Data Analysis
To answer Research Question 1, what do building administrators currently know about
inclusive practices for special education? the use of descriptive statistics were used to analyze
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the data by examining a measure of central tendency (mean) and dispersion (standard deviation)
for each item and includes a composite score that reports what building administrators knew
about effective special education practices (mean and standard deviation for the composite scores
are reported).
To answer Research Question 2, to what extent do building administrators believe they
are equipped for their role of leading inclusive practices for students with disabilities? the use of
descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data by examining a measure of central tendency
(mean) and dispersion (standard deviation) for each item and a composite score that reports
building administrators’ perceptions of how their administrator preparation program equipped
them for leading special education.
To answer Research Question 3, to what extent do building administrators’ perceptions
about their ability to lead inclusive practices for special education vary based on whether they
have a degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in special education? a T-Test was
used to determine if the participants who had a degree, certification, or prior teaching experience
in special education indicated they perceived themselves to be more prepared than the
participants who did not have a degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in special
education.
To answer Research Question 4, in what ways do building administrators primarily learn
about inclusive practices for special education? the use of descriptive statistics were used to
analyze the data by examining a measure of central tendency (mean) and dispersion (standard
deviation) for each item and a composite score reports how building administrators primarily
learn about special education leadership (mean and standard deviation for the composite are
reported).
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The next part of the data analysis was qualitative and used the information from the five
open-ended questions. Analyzing data from close-ended questions is used more frequently than
open-ended questions as quantitative data is easier to analyze than qualitative data (Rouder et al.,
2021). The qualitative data were used to support and add to the quantitative data. To analyze the
open-ended questions, the participants’ raw responses were coded to identify the occurrence or
co-occurrence of responses. The process of coding the responses must be done correctly to
ensure the accuracy of what the participants said is reflected (Popping, 2015). Inductive coding
was used to analyze the participant’s response to the open-ended questions (Rouder et al., 2021).
Research suggests that building administrators lack an understanding of special education law as
well as the necessary preparation to effectively support students with disabilities (Backor &
Gordon, 2015; Billingsley et al., 2017; Hirth & Valesky, 1991; Lyons, 2016; McCarthy, 1992;
Robertson et al., 2017). The qualitative research questions were intended to provide additional
insights on building administrators’ perceptions of effective leadership for students in special
education.
Limitations
This study has several limitations. One limitation of this design is the sample size which
limits the statistical power. Based on G*Power analyses however, the sample size should have
been sufficient to detect significant medium effect sizes. The population the sample is drawn
from limits the generalizability of the study to other school districts that comparatively vary in
size. Another potential limitation of the study is the reliability of the survey question responses,
although reliability was calculated. Another potential limitation was that the participants who
responded to the survey were unable to clarify any uncertainties with the survey questions. They
were also unable to inquire further regarding specific questions they may have had regarding the
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interpretation of some of the questions. The inability to ask clarifying questions for any section
of the survey may have also limited the reliability of some responses.
Another limitation of this study was that the administrators in the study who had been
practicing for ten years or more may have answered the survey questions based more upon recent
experiences regarding special education training and may have had difficulty associating the
survey questions to past preparation program coursework. To address this, the survey attempted
to help focus the participants on the time when they initially graduated from their administrator
preparation programs.
Assumptions of Design
This research design assumed that many participants would report that they received very
minimal training related to special education inclusive practices during their educational
administrator preparation programs. Another assumption was that participants with a special
education degree or certification would report that their preparedness to lead special education
was not adequate in their administrator preparation program. Their special education degree or
certification is what prepared them to lead special education and support students with
disabilities. Using a mixed methods design was an adequate approach to understanding the
quantitative and qualitative aspects of the participants’ perceptions of their knowledge related to
leading special education and implementing inclusive practices for students with disabilities.
Using only one method would have been insufficient in capturing the results.
Summary
This chapter covered all facets of the research design used for this study. The goal of this
research design was to gather information from building administrators to analyze and better
understand the perceptions of building administrators regarding their preparation for leading

62

special education and implementing inclusive practices for supporting students with disabilities.
A mixed methods design was used to capture both quantitative and qualitative data. The
population for the study, instrumentation, and online survey used for the study were described as
well as how the data were collected and analyzed. Limitations and assumptions of the research
design were also discussed to inform the reader of all known aspects of this study.
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CHAPTER 4
Findings
This mixed-methods study intended to determine the perceptions of building
administrators regarding their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education.
This was done by investigating the participants’ perceptions on the instruction they received on
inclusive practices during their administrator preparation program and how those perceptions
differ when the building administrator has a degree, certification/licensure, or prior teaching
experiences in special education. The investigation also included what they knew about inclusive
practices for special education, and how they learned and applied knowledge about inclusive
practices for special education to their leadership position. This study also investigated what
special education coursework/content, knowledge, and competencies building administrators
report they needed to prepare them to lead inclusive practices for special education, and what
they perceived as their biggest challenges in leading inclusive practices.
The layout of this chapter is divided into two parts, the quantitative results, and the
qualitative information summary. The quantitative information includes the participants’
demographic information along with the participants’ responses on the perceived instruction they
received on inclusive practices during their administrator preparation program, what they
currently knew about inclusive practices for special education, and how they learned and applied
knowledge related to inclusive practices for special education to their present leadership position.
The qualitative information is from the open-ended questions the participants completed as part
of the study. The open-ended questions focused on obtaining information from the participants
about the special education coursework/content, knowledge, and competencies they believed
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they needed to prepare them to lead inclusive practices for special education, and what they
perceived as their biggest challenges in leading inclusive practices.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided the study.
Research Question 1. What do building administrators currently know about inclusive
practices for special education?
Research Question 2. To what extent do building administrators believe they are
equipped for their role of leading inclusive practices for students with disabilities?
Research Question 3. To what extent do building administrators’ perceptions about their
ability to lead inclusive practices for special education vary based on whether they have a
degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in special education?
Research Question 4. In what ways do building administrators primarily learn about
inclusive practices for special education?
To address Research Question 3, the following hypotheses were created:
H0 – There is no difference in the perceptions of preparedness for leading special
education based on building administrators’ certification, a degree, or teaching experience in
special education.
H1 – There is a difference in perceptions of building administrator preparedness for
leading special education based on the administrator’s certification, a degree, or teaching
experience in special education. Specifically, it is hypothesized that leaders who have SPED
certification, a SPED degree, and SPED teaching experience will have higher perceived levels of
preparedness than those without.
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Demographic Information
To gather the demographic data for this study, an electronic survey was sent to 581
current practicing building administrators across the state of South Dakota. A total of 260
surveys were started, 50 surveys were not completed, and their information is not included in the
results. Of the 260 surveys that were started, a total of 194 surveys, a response rate of 33% were
utilized for the data analysis. This study focused on the perceptions of building-level
administrators regarding their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education
and therefore, 16 district-level administrator surveys were eliminated from the results. Those
eliminated were practicing school superintendents and not building administrators. Tables 1
through 6 provide descriptive information on the participants of this study.
Table 1

Total years as a building administrator

N

1-5 Years

57

6-10 Years

55

11-15 Years

26

16-20 Years

32

20+ Years

24

Table 2
Female total years as a building administrator

N

1-5 Years

32

6-10 Years

32

11-15 Years

7

16-20 Years

9

20+ Years

5
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Table 3
Male total years as a building administrator

N

1-5 Years

25

6-10 Years

24

11-15 Years

18

16-20 Years

23

20+ Years

19

Table 4
All Participants Highest Degree Obtained

N

Bachelor’s Degree

2

Master’s Degree

95

Specialist’s Degree

74

Doctorate Degree

21

Other

2

Table 5
Highest Female Degree Obtained

N

Bachelor’s Degree

1

Master’s Degree

41

Specialist’s Degree

31

Doctorate Degree

11

Other

1
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Table 6
Highest Male Degree Obtained
Bachelor’s Degree

N
1

Master’s Degree

54

Specialist’s Degree

43

Doctorate Degree

10

Other

1

Findings
The following information provides the results from the data analysis that examined
principals’ perceived level of knowledge, and how they primarily learned about inclusive special
education leadership practices.
To answer Research Question 1, descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data by
examining a measure of central tendency (mean) and the dispersion (standard deviation) for each
item. A composite score was calculated for what building administrators know about effective
special education practices (mean and standard deviation included for the composite).
Participants were asked to rate their present level of special education knowledge by completing
15 questions. The questions used a 0 to 10 Likert scale, with 0 (No Knowledge, No Preparation),
5 (Some Knowledge, Some Preparation), and 10 (Great Deal of Knowledge, Great Deal of
Preparation).
The mean and standard deviation for each item is presented in Table 7. With a mean of
6.20, the topic of interpreting eligibility assessments is one area that the participants felt they had
only some knowledge in their present level of practice. The item of creating a climate of
inclusion had the highest mean score of 7.63. This score still hovers right between some
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knowledge and a great deal of knowledge that administrators have regarding this topic of
creating a climate of inclusion.
Table 7
Present level of knowledge as a building administrator (Research Question 1)
N

Mean

SD

Present level of current issues in SPED

194

6.56

1.47

Present level of federal laws that impact special education

194

6.56

1.68

Present level of legal issues surrounding discipline

194

7.35

1.54

Present level of PBIS

194

7.12

2.00

Present level of recognized disabilities by IDEA is SD

194

7.41

1.63

Present level of types of eligibility assessments

194

6.74

1.94

Present level of interpreting eligibility assessments

194

6.20

2.45

Present level of evidence-base practices (Sped teachers)

194

6.39

1.93

Present level of evidence base practices (Gen Ed teachers)

194

6.71

1.82

Present level of knowledge of specialized instruction

194

6.71

1.68

Present level of knowledge on accommodations & supports

194

7.25

1.51

Present level knowledge for Gen Ed in managing sped issues

194

7.06

1.56

Present level knowledge on leadership to sped programs

194

6.99

1.65

Present level knowledge of sped laws of inclusion

194

6.95

1.64

Present level knowledge on creating climate of inclusion

194

7.63

1.56

The composite score for Research Question 1 and the participants’ present levels of
special education knowledge is presented in Table 8. The mean composite score of 6.91 for all
items that building administrators have for a present level of knowledge also hovers right
between some and a great deal of knowledge.
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Table 8
Present Level (Mean & SD) Composite (Research Question 1)

Present Levels Composite

N

Mean

SE

Median

SD

194

6.91

0.0953

7.00

1.33

To answer Research Question 2, descriptive statistics were again used to analyze the data
by examining a measure of central tendency (mean) and the dispersion (standard deviation) for
each item. A composite score was calculated for the perceptions of building administrators and
the preparation they received on effective special education practices in their administrator
preparation programs (mean and standard deviation for the composite). Participants were asked
to complete 15 questions that rated their perceived level of special education knowledge when
they graduated from their administrator preparation program. The questions used a 0 to 10 Likert
scale, with 0 (No Knowledge, No Preparation), 5 (Some Knowledge, Some Preparation), and 10
(Great Deal of Knowledge, Great Deal of Preparation).
Similar to the present level of knowledge, the mean score of 4.20 for interpreting
eligibility assessments is perceived as an area that they only have minimal knowledge. The area
of perceived level of knowledge on legal issues of discipline had the highest mean score of 5.97.
This aligns with the studies by Crocket et al., (2019) and Williams et al., (2016) that
administrators feel their preparation programs focus on laws related to special education but lack
focus on the legal aspects of disciplining students with disabilities. The mean and standard
deviation for each item is presented in Table 9.
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Table 9
Perceived level of knowledge when initially graduated from administrator preparation
program (Research Question 2)
N

Mean

SD

Perceived level of prep on current issues in special education

194

5.58

2.05

Perceived level knowledge on laws that impact sped

194

5.92

2.06

Perceived level of knowledge on legal issues of discipline

194

5.97

2.10

Perceived level of knowledge on use of PBIS

194

4.85

2.96

Perceived level on disabilities of IDEA is SD

194

5.55

2.32

Perceived level on eligibility assessments

194

4.61

2.66

Perceived level of interpreting eligibility assessments

194

4.20

2.82

Perceived level of evidence-based practices (Sped teachers)

194

4.79

2.63

Perceived level evidence-based practices (Gen Ed teachers)

194

5.01

2.56

Perceived level specialized instruction

194

4.95

2.53

Perceived level accommodations & supports

194

5.32

2.51

Perceived level general ed teachers managing sped issues

194

5.06

2.57

Perceived level leadership of sped programs in schools

194

5.07

2.64

Perceived level of sped laws of inclusion

194

5.57

2.24

Perceived level on creating climate of inclusion

194

5.59

2.58

The mean score of 5.20 would indicate that the participants perceive that when they
finished with their administrator preparation program, they left the program with some
knowledge of the special education topics they would be required to know and implement as a
building administrator working and supporting students with disabilities. The composite score
for Research Question 2 and the participants perceived level of preparation on special education
topics is presented in Table 10.

71

Table 10
Perceived Level of Preparation (Mean & SD) Composite (Research Question 2)

Perceived Level Composite

N

Mean

SE

Median

SD

194

5.20

0.155

5.00

2.16

To answer Research Question 3, to what extent do building administrators’ perceptions
about their ability to lead inclusive practices for special education vary based on whether they
have a degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in special education, a T-Test was used.
A T-Test was used to compare the mean between participants who did or did not have a special
education degree, certification/licensure, or had prior experience teaching special education.
A T-test was used to determine if the participants who had a degree, certification, or prior
teaching experience in special education indicated they perceived themselves to be more
prepared than the participants who did not have a degree, certification, or prior teaching
experience in special education. Below, Tables 11-13, show the effect sizes of the participants
who indicated yes, they had a special education degree, certification/licensure, or prior special
education teacher experience.
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Table 11
T-Test for perceived level of preparedness for those who do/do not have a special education
degree (Research Question 3)
SPED Licensure/Certification -Independent Samples T-Test

Perceived Level
Composite Score

Statistic

df

4.62 ᵃ

192

Student's
t

Effect
Size

p
Cohen's
d

< .001

0.894

ᵃ Levene's test is significant (p < .05), suggesting a violation of the assumption of equal variances
SPED Licensure/Certification
Group
Perceived Level
Composite Score

N

Mean

Median

SD

SE

Yes

32

6.70

7.39

2.39

0.422

No

162

4.87

4.75

1.97

0.155

Table 12
T-Test for perceived level of preparedness for those who do/do not have a special education
certification/licensure (Research Question 3)
SPED Degree - Independent Samples T-Test
Statistic
Student's t

df

-4.62

Effect
Size

p
< .001

192

Cohen's d

SPED Degree
Group

N

Mean

Median

SD

SE

no

165

4.89

4.79

1.98

0.154

Yes

29

6.79

7.57

2.37

0.441
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-0.931

Table 13
T-Test for perceived level of preparedness for those who do/do not have experience teaching
special education (Research Question 3)
Taught SPED - Independent Samples T-Test

Perceived Level
Composite Score

Student's
t

Statistic

df

4.55 ᵃ

192

Effect
Size

p
Cohen's
d

< .001

0.975

ᵃ Levene's test is significant (p < .05), suggesting a violation of the assumption of equal variances
Taught Special Education
Group
Perceived Level
Composite Score

N

Mean

Median

SD

SE

Yes

25

6.91

8.00

2.50

0.501

No

169

4.92

4.86

1.98

0.152

Given the large Cohen’s d effect sizes for all three groups and the p values less than .05, findings
indicate that administrators with a special education degree, special education
certification/licensure, and prior special education teaching experience higher perceptions of
preparedness to lead special education than those without a special education degree,
certification/licensure, and/or teaching experience. This supports DeMatthews et al.’s (2019)
findings that showed having a building administrator who has special education knowledge, and
serves as the inclusive instructional leader, is an advantage for a school, the staff, and the
students.
To answer Research Question 4, descriptive statistics were again used to analyze the data
by examining a measure of central tendency (mean) and the dispersion (standard deviation) for
each item. A composite score was calculated to examine how building administrators report they
primarily learn about inclusive practices for special education (mean and standard deviation for
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the composite). Participants were asked to rate their present level of special education knowledge
by completing 15 questions. The questions were formatted using a multiple-choice method
where the participants indicated a 1 (administrator preparation program), a 2 (on the job), a 3
(from a special education teacher/administrator), or a 4 (other). If “other” was indicated, then
additional information was needed to clarify what “other” meant to learn more about how the
participant currently learns about special education topics.
The mean score of 2.21 for learning about creating a climate of inclusion emphasizes
that building administrators primarily learn about this topic on the job. The mean score of 2.64
for interpreting eligibility assessments would indicate that building administrators learn from
both on the job experiences as well as from a special education/administrator. The mean and
standard deviation for each item is presented in Table 14
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Table 14
How building administrators primarily learn about special
education topics (Research Question 4)
N

Mean

SD

Primarily learn about current issues in special ed

194

2.58

0.717

Primarily learn about federal laws that impact sped

194

2.37

0.868

Primarily learn about legal issues of discipline

194

2.40

0.841

Primarily learn about use of PBIS

194

2.48

0.809

Primarily learn about recognized disabilities of IDEA in SD

194

2.34

0.826

Primarily learn about eligibility assessments

194

2.58

0.695

Primarily learn about interpreting eligibility assessments

194

2.64

0.663

Primarily learn about evidence-based practices (Sped teachers)

194

2.55

0.734

Primarily learn about evidence-based practices (Gen Ed teachers)

194

2.46

0.735

Primarily learn about implementing specialized instruction

194

2.62

0.651

Primarily learn about implementing accommodations & supports

194

2.54

0.661

Primarily learn about supporting gen ed managing sped issues

194

2.36

0.669

Primarily learn about providing leadership in sped programs

194

2.31

0.673

Primarily learn about sped laws dealing with inclusion

194

2.28

0.896

Primarily learn about creating a climate of inclusion

194

2.21

0.659

The mean score of 2.43 indicates that the composite of all participants aligns with
learning about special education topics on the job. This supports other studies that indicate
building administrators’ goal of creating a school that is inclusive and supports all students,
including students with disabilities, the tools they learn, and implement are learned on the job
through difficult experiences, litigation, and self-learned practices (Crocket et al., 2019;
DeMatthews et al., 2019). The composite score for Research Question 4 and the participants’
primary mode of learning special education topics is presented in Table 15.
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Table 15
Primarily Learn (Mean & SD) Composite (Research Question 4)
N

Mean

194

2.43

SE
0.0345

Median
2.36

SD
0.481

To breakdown the information for Research Question 4 of how the participants primarily
learn about inclusive special education topics, the four choices were disaggregated by each
multiple-choice option that the participants could choose from in the survey. The options were: 1
(administrator preparation program), a 2 (on the job), a 3 (from a special education
teacher/administrator), or a 4 (other). If “other” was indicated, then additional information was
needed to clarify what “other” meant to learn more about how the participant currently learns
about special education topics. The responses by the participants in this study on where they
primarily learn about special education topics is provided in Appendix F.
The participants reported that they received the majority of their information about
special education topics on the job. For the topic of creating a climate of inclusion, 66.5% that
building administrators report learning on the job compared to only 8.8% of administrators
reported learning about creating a climate of inclusion in their administration preparation
program. The use of Positive Behavior Supports and Interventions (PBIS) was the next highest
percentage of 56.2% that building administrators reported learning on the job compared to 5.2%
learning about PBIS in their preparation program. Only 2.1% of the building administrators who
participated, indicated they learned about current issues in special education and implementing
specialized instruction in their preparation programs. In the area of current issues in special
education, 49.5% of building administrators reported they learn on the job. For the area of
specialized instruction, 4.9% of building administrators also reported learning this special
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education topic on the job. For the area interpreting the results of special education assessments,
2.6% of administrators report learning about this special education topic in their preparation
program. For 51% of the participants, they report learning about interpreting the results of
special education assessments from a special education teacher/administrator. Implementing
accommodations and supports for students with disabilities was reported as only 3.1% of the
participants learning about this special education topic in their administrator preparation
program. On the job was reported by 46.4% of the participants as their primary mode of learning
about implementing accommodations and supports for students with disabilities.
Qualitative Findings
The survey included five open-ended questions for the participants to provide a response
in writing and extend the quantitative results and further address the research questions. This
section summarizes the five open-ended survey questions and details the responses that emerged
from the participants. After reading the open-ended survey responses from the 194 participants,
the short answer responses were separated by identifying short phrases, concepts, and topics to
answer each research question. To further extend Research Question 1, What do building
administrators currently know about inclusive practices for special education? The responses
from the open-ended question 64 were analyzed. Question 64 asked the participants to document,
What specific knowledge and competencies do building administrators need to be effective
inclusive leaders of special education and supporting students with disabilities? Some responses
identified a single area, while others addressed multiple areas within their short answer
responses. The areas identified in question 64 are documented in Table 16.
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Table 16
What do building administrators currently know about inclusive practices for special education?
Count
Inclusive Practices

61

Special Education Law

56

Supporting General and Special Education Staff

29

On the Job Experience/Mentorship

21

Implementing Accommodations and/or Modifications

18

Behavior and Discipline of Students with Disabilities

15

Assessment Procedures

11

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE)

9

PBIS/MTSS

5

Mediation

1

Supporting Families

1

Paraprofessional Support

1

The responses of inclusive practices was coded 61 times, 27%, by the participants for
short-answer question 64 to describe What specific knowledge and competencies do building
administrators need to be effective inclusive leaders of special education and supporting students
with disabilities? This aligns with the what the participants reported as the highest area of their
present level of knowledge for questions in Section IIA. On a 10-point scale, the highest mean
score of 7.63 was reported for creating a climate of inclusion. The lowest mean score of 6.20
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was the mean score that identified the participants present level of knowledge for interpreting the
results of assessments used to determine special education eligibility.
To further extend Research Question 2, To what extent do building administrators believe
they are equipped for their role of leading inclusive practices for? the responses from the openended question 61 were analyzed. Question 61 asked the participants to document, In what ways
did your administrator preparation program equip you to lead special education? There were
specific responses identified, while others addressed multiple responses within their short answer
responses. The responses from question 61 are documented in Table 17.
Table 17
What specific knowledge and competencies do building administrators need to be effective
inclusive leaders of special education and supporting students with disabilities?
Count
Special Education Law Knowledge

103

Very Little Preparation/Did Not Prepare

36

Some/Basic or Vague Preparation

32

On the Job is the Only Method of Learning

13

Special Education Coursework and/or Experience is How I Prepared

8

Created Networking and Connections with Other Staff

7

Broad Knowledge

5

Researched Special Education

2

Learned Strategies to Transfer to Administrator Position

2
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The response of special education law knowledge was coded 103 times, 50%, by the
participants in the short-answer responses for question 61 to describe the ways the ways
administrator preparation program equipped the individual to lead special education. This does
align with what the participants reported as the highest area of their perceived level of
preparation from IIB. On a 10-point scale, the highest mean score of 5.97 was reported for legal
issues surrounding the discipline of students with disabilities. They believe that through their
administrator preparation program and through administration practice, they have some
knowledge and preparation for implementing special education laws. The lowest mean score of
4.20 was again interpreting the results of assessments used to determine special education
eligibility. The participants identified this area as the lowest area of perceived level of
preparation for practicing as a building administrator.
To further extend Research Question 3, the short-answer responses from question 62
were analyzed the extent building administrators’ perceptions about their ability to lead inclusive
practices for special education vary based on whether they have a degree, certification, or prior
teaching experience in special education. Some identified a specific response, while others
addressed multiple responses within their short answer. The responses totals are less for this
question as there were only 32 participants who identified that they had a special education
degree, 29 who had a license/certification, and 25 who had prior teaching experience in the area
of special education. The responses from question 62 are documented in Table 33.
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Table 18
To what extent do building administrators’ perceptions about their ability to lead inclusive
practices for special education vary based on whether they have a degree, certification, or prior
teaching experience in special education?
Count
Job Duties and Responsibilities

18

Inclusive Practices

5

Application to On-the-Job Experiences

4

Working with Families

3

Supporting Teachers for Inclusive Practices

2

Special Education Laws

1

Interventions

1

While everyone who took the survey was able to answer this question, the responses from
the participants who were identified as having a special education degree, certification/licensure,
or prior special education teaching experience were the only open-ended answers used.
Responses were only analyzed from these specific participants. The response of job duties and
responsibilities was an area was mentioned 18 times, 53%, in the open-ended questions. Within
this response the topics of evaluating students and handling IEP documentation emerged as
specific areas the participants felt equipped to lead special education. The Cohen’s d effect sizes
for all three groups of having a special education degree at 0.884, special education
certification/licensure at 0.931, and prior special education teaching experience at 0.975,
indicates there is a significant difference in the perceptions of preparedness to lead special
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education by the participants who had a special education degree, certification/licensure, or prior
experience teaching special education.
To further extend Research Question 4, the ways building administrators primarily learn
about inclusive practices for special education, the responses from the open-ended question 63
were analyzed. Question 63 asked the participants to document the special education
coursework/content they believed would be most beneficial to be provided in administrator
preparation programs to equip building administrators for leading special education inclusive
practices. Some responses identified a specific response, while others addressed multiple
responses within their short answer responses. The responses from question 63 are documented
in Table 19.
Table 19
What special education coursework/content do you believe would be most beneficial to be
provided in administrator preparation programs to equip building administrators for leading
special education inclusive practices?
Count
Case Studies/Legal Issues/Law Changes

69

Effective Inclusive/Best Practices

53

On the Job Training Opportunities

34

Interpreting Evaluation/Eligibility

36

IEP Content

30

Supporting Special/General Education Staff

24

Overview

17

Behavior/Discipline

13
83

Specific Disability Information

8

Intervention (PBIS, MTSS)

6

Special Education Funding

3

Working with Difficult Families

3

The responses case studies/legal issues/law changes were mentioned 69 times, 23%, by
the participants. This responses would indicate that the participants understand the important
legal aspects of special education. Using the data analysis from section IIC, which had the
participants identify how they primarily learn about special education topics. The questions were
formatted using a multiple-choice method where the participants indicated a 1 (administrator
preparation program), a 2 (on the job), a 3 (from a special education teacher/administrator), or a
4 (other). If “other” was indicated, then additional information was needed to clarify what
“other” meant to learn more about how the participant currently learns about special education
topics. The mean score of 2.43 indicates that the composite of all participants aligns with
learning about special education topics on the job. The participants feel that the legal aspects of
special education are important, and they reported that their learning about a majority of special
education topics happens through on-the-job experiences.
The final open-ended question was created as a way for the participants to report any
additional information they may have wanted to elaborate on in the previous questions but did
not. Question 65 addressed the biggest challenges in leading special education as an
administrator. Some responses identified a specific responses, while others addressed multiple
responses within their short answer responses. The responses from question 65 are documented
in Table 20.
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Table 20
What are your biggest challenges in leading special education as an administrator?
Count
Resources (Staff, Programming)

44

Supporting Special and General Education Teachers

41

Changes in Inclusive Practices for Students with Disabilities

38

Behavior/Discipline/Mental Health

28

Changes in Special Education Law

28

Evaluation/Eligibility/IEP Knowledge

25

Lack of Special Education Leadership Preparation

12

Student Population Growth

11

Other Demands on Time

9

Dealing with Parents

5

Interventions Prior to Special Education Testing

3

Community Perceptions

2

The responses identified as the biggest challenges in leading special education were the
availability of resources (21%) and supporting special and general education teachers (19%).
The availability of resources was not a responses addressed in any of the sections of the survey
and does not align with any of the other open-ended questions. This last question was meant for
the participants to elaborate on previous questions but given the responses of resources
mentioned by the higher number of participants, it was used as a question to address challenges
they face that were not addressed in the survey. There were topics within the responses of
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resources as a challenge for leading special education that the participants documented. They
mentioned challenges with staffing special education teachers and support staff for special
education. Another challenge mentioned was the lack of programming resources across the
special education continuum of services for students who do not fit into the traditional school
model. This was a challenged identified by administrators across all school sizes. Supporting
special education and general education teachers was a responses addressed in sections of the
survey. Evidence-based practices for special education and general education teachers is what the
participants were to respond to in the survey. They were to identify their present levels of
knowledge, perceived levels of preparation knowledge, and how they primarily learn about
evidence-based practices for special education and general education teachers. The responses
that emerged from the open-ended question did not related to evidence-based practices.
Participants mentioned how to create a collaborative working relationship between general and
special education staff. Also discussed by the participants was how to help all staff be
accountable and not create a divide between special education and general education. The
tolerance of general education teachers was touched on briefly and being able to educate and
differentiate for special education students and realizing that differentiation is something for all
students.
Summary
The information discussed in this chapter included the quantitative and qualitative
information from the survey that was completed by 194 South Dakota building administrators.
The quantitative information described in this chapter includes the demographic information
about the participants as well as survey results regarding what they currently know about
inclusive practices for special education, their perceptions on the instruction they received on
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inclusive practices during their administrator preparation program, and how they currently learn
and apply knowledge related to inclusive practices for special education to their present
leadership position. The qualitative information described in this chapter investigated what
special education coursework/content, knowledge, and competencies, building administrators
report they need to prepare them to lead inclusive practices for special education, and what they
perceive as their biggest challenges in leading inclusive practices.
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CHAPTER 5
Summary, Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations
In keeping pace with the changes in the educational systems and expectations for
learning, the building administrator’s role has had to evolve. Once viewed as more of a onedimensional building manager, the building administrator is now expected to be a multidimensional leader who must have a strong grasp on all aspects of the job. They are the primary
individual who is charged with safeguarding the learning environment, supporting staff as the
instructional leader, and ensuring all students receive high-level instruction within inclusive
environments. One of those responsibilities is that of leading special education and
demonstrating inclusive leadership to ensure that students with disabilities are provided
opportunities to participate and learn alongside their non-disabled peers. (Bateman & Bateman,
2014; Billingsley et al., 2018; Crockett et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al.,
2020; Grissom et al., 2021; Kauffman et al., 2017; Leithwood et al., 2004). Decades of research
shows that building administrators continue to lack training on the fundamentals of special
education and feel unprepared to effectively lead special education and support students with
disabilities ((Backor & Gordon, 2015; Billingsley et al., 2017; Crockett et al., 2019; DeMatthews
et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Hirth & Valesky, 1991; Kauffman et al., 2017; Lyons,
2016; McCarthy, 1992; Nissman, 2019; Robertson et al., 2017). There continues to be a gap in
the research from the building administrator’s perspective and what they report they need to feel
prepared and ready to effectively carry out inclusive practices for special education and support
students with disabilities. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to determine the perceptions
of building administrators regarding their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special
education and what they need to become effective leaders for students in special education.
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Evolution of Special Education
Since the implementation of the Education of the Handicapped Act in 1970, the
Individuals with Disabilities Act of 1990 (IDEA), the amendments in 1997 and 2004, the field of
special education has changed significantly (Osborne & Russo, 2014; Yell, 2019). As the
evolution of special education has changed, the role of the building administrator as an inclusive,
instructional leader has also evolved. It is a necessity that they have a strong foundation of
special education knowledge on the first day they enter the school building (Crockett et al., 2019;
DeMatthews et al., 2019). They must demonstrate high-level leadership skills for special
education by being knowledgeable about inclusive practices, many aspects of special education
law, eligibility, specialized services, discipline/behavior, and effective instructional methods for
students with disabilities (Baker, 1944; Bateman et al., 2017; Bateman & Bateman, 2014;
Burrello et al., 1992; McCoy, 1981; Payne & Murray, 1974; Vergason et al., 1975).
The 2017 landmark court case of Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District Re-1, 137
S. Ct. 988 enforced that schools may no longer just deliver minimal special education services to
students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education). Endrew F. established that schools
need to deliver special education services that are “reasonably calculated to enable a child to
make progress appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances“ (Endrew, 2017, p. 15). This
Supreme Court case changed the definition of educational outcomes for students with
disabilities. They can no longer be minimized by school districts (Crocket et al., 2019; U.S
Department of Education, 2017; Yell, 2019). As a result of the Endrew F. landmark case,
building administrators have a heightened responsibility of analyzing staff’s special education
training. They also must have thorough knowledge of the schools’ programming in terms of
special education services, the environments students with disabilities are educated, and their

89

access to a viable curriculum (Cowin, 2018; Yell, 2019). The complex changes of special
education have impacted how students with disabilities are included, educated, and provided
special education services in schools. These changes have also greatly changed the expectations
of building administrators to lead and support the inclusive practices for students with disabilities
(DeMatthews & Edwards, 2014: DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Yell, 2019).
Building Administrators’ Inclusive Leadership Practices
Research identifies that building administrators lack the necessary preparation to
thoroughly understand how to effectively lead special education inclusive practices as well as
support and include students with disabilities (Backor & Gordon, 2015; Billingsley et al., 2017;
Crockett et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Hirth & Valesky, 1991;
Kauffman et al., 2017; Lyons, 2016; Marzano, 2005; McCarthy, 1992; Montieth, 2000;
Robertson et al., 2017; Yell, 2019). DeMatthews et al. (2019) conducted a study on what
leadership skills are needed in preparation programs to create inclusive leaders for special
education. The study included six principals who were identified as strong leaders and were
determined to have created and established inclusive schools by their superintendents or directors
of special education. The participants in the DeMatthews et al. (2019) study also reported that a
deliberate focus on special education content is needed in principal preparation programs.
Participants indicated that skill instruction related to eligibility identification, legal aspects,
FAPE, educational environments, and disciplining students with disabilities all need to be
included in principal preparation programs. The findings from the study also found that school
leaders who provide support to staff in the form of instructional leadership are also needed in
preparation programs (DeMatthews et al., 2019). According to DeMatthews et al. (2019), the
principal as the instructional leader of the school needs to understand, provide support and
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feedback, and lead conversations on improving the inclusive practices of instruction within the
school building. The study by DeMatthews et al. (2019) concluded that the inclusive practice of
understanding and utilizing intervention data to inform instruction and consider placements for
students with disabilities is critical.
A study on utilizing inclusive practices for students with disabilities was completed by
Robertson et al. (2017). The study summarized interviews from 11 graduate students on their
perceptions related to inclusive practices and preparation to serve students with severe
disabilities. All 11 participants reported feeling unprepared to serve students with severe
disabilities. They all indicated that neither their undergraduate nor their graduate coursework
addressed the information related to understanding and supporting students with severe
disabilities. The participants reported irritation with their lack of preparation as they felt
frustrated and ineffective as professionals when attempting to meet the needs of students with
severe disabilities. They all reported receiving preparation in courses that focused on surface
level information about students with disabilities and legal aspects of special education, but those
courses did not adequately prepare them to utilize inclusive practices for students with severe
disabilities (Robertson et al., 2017). All 11 graduate student participants reported that their
preparation programs lacked special education instruction on inclusive practices, and acquired
skills developed through trial-and-error and learning from other staff. They reported a feeling of
inadequacy when it came to being prepared to lead instructional practices for students with
disabilities.
A study supporting strong instructional leadership for student with disabilities was
completed by Goddard et al. (2019). The study indicated that differentiated instruction and other
rigorous instructional strategies are more likely to be implemented for all students, including
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students with disabilities, when there is strong instructional leadership presence in the building.
Utilizing differentiated instructional strategies in classrooms is supported and facilitated by a
strong instructional leader. Even when faced with demographic challenges, a strong instructional
leader can positively impact the use of differentiated instructional practices for students with and
without disabilities. However, according to Goddard at al. (2019), further research is needed to
determine whether other responsibilities such as staff evaluations or disciplinary responsibilities
deter the building administrator from the instructional leadership opportunities for which they are
responsible for supporting.
National associations have recognized the need for leadership standards. Among these are
the National Educational Leadership Preparation Program Recognition Standards (NELP), the
Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL), and the PSEL 2015 and Promoting
Principal Leadership for the Success of Students with Disabilities. The standards and the PSEL
2015 resource were created to serve as guides for administration preparation programs and
current building administrations. The gap in research on what specific training, experiences, and
resources that building administrators’ report they need to effectively lead inclusive practices for
special education and support students with disabilities led to this study.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to determine the perceptions of building administrators
regarding their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education. This study
intended to fill a gap in the research by determining what building administrators report they
need for preparation, training, and resources for leading inclusive practices for special education.
Since the role of today’s building administrator has changed when it comes to leading special
education and supporting students with disabilities, it is logical that research should continue to
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propel forward to examine what building administrators need to effectively lead special
education inclusive practices.
Methods
To investigate their readiness and preparedness perceptions, this study used an electronic
multiple-choice and short-answer survey (Appendix A) to find out what building administrators
currently know about inclusive practices, their perceptions on the inclusive practices instruction
they received during their administrator preparation program, and if those perceptions differ if
the building administrator has a degree, certification/licensure, or prior teaching experiences in
special education. The study also looked at how building administrators currently learn and apply
knowledge related to inclusive practices for special education to their leadership position. This
study also sought to identify the special education coursework/content, knowledge, and
competencies building administrators report they need to prepare them to lead inclusive practices
for special education, and what they perceive as their biggest challenges in leading inclusive
practices.
Participants
The study included 194 building-level administrators from school districts across an
upper midwestern state participated in this research study. After obtaining institutional review
board approval, a list of school administrators from 149 accredited public-school districts in one
rural Midwestern state was developed using publicly available information from the state’s
department of education website. All public-school administrators (n = 581) on the list were sent
an e-mail inviting them to participate in the study. To be eligible and included in the study, the
building administrator needed to have: a) completed an administration preparation program, b)
obtained an educational administration degree, and c) been in their administrative position for at
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least one year. It was assumed one year of experience provided the administrator with knowledge
related to inclusive special education leadership practices and working with students with
disabilities. Building administrators who served a dual role (i.e., superintendents who also served
as the elementary principal) were included in the study. Individuals who served only as a district
level administrator were not included in this study. Of the 581 potential participants, a total of
194 (33%) participants’ responses were used for the study. There were 85 female and 109 male
participant responses used for this study.
Table 1
Demographic Information of Participants

Gender

Years of Experience

Highest Degree Obtained

Current Administrator Position

Female

1-5 years

n = 32

Bachelors

n=1

Admin Intern

n=1

6-10 years

n = 32

Masters

n = 41

Dean of Students

n=6

11-15 years n = 7

Specialist

n = 31

Assistant Principal

n = 15

16-20 years n = 9

Doctorate

n = 11

Head Principal

n = 60

20+years

n=5

Other

n=1

Other

n=3

1-5 years

n = 32

Bachelors

n=1

Admin Intern

n=1

6-10 years

n = 32

Masters

n = 41

Dean of Students

n=6

11-15 years n = 7

Specialist

n = 31

Assistant Principal

n = 15

16-20 years n = 9

Doctorate

n = 11

Head Principal

n = 60

20+years

Other

n=1

Other

n=3

(n=85)

Male
(n = 109)

n=5

Survey
The survey used for this study collected both quantitative and qualitative responses from
the participants. Multiple-choice questions were used to gather quantitative data and shortanswer questions were used to gather qualitative data to enrich the quantitative data. The
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framework for this questionnaire came from an existing survey created by Keenoy (2012) and
replicated with revisions by Moore (2020). The original Keenoy (2012) survey was created
through the review of literature that addressed what skills were necessary for principals to
demonstrate for successful special education leadership (Baker, 1944; Bateman et al., 2017;
Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Burrello et al., 1992; Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019,
DeMatthews et al., 2020; Keenoy, 2012; McCoy, 1981; Moore, 2020; Payne & Murray, 1974;
Vergason et al., 1975; Yell, 2019). Some of the multiple-choice and open-ended questions were
revised to align with the research questions of this study. The Keenoy (2012) and Moore (2020)
studies used a multiple-choice method that had four options. For this study, a 0–10-point Likert
scale was used in place of the multiple-choice options that measured perceptions. Consistent with
Keenoy (2012) and Moore (2020), demographic information was collected by using multiple
choice questions. The participants of the study were granted access to the survey for a period of
three weeks. During that time, participants who had not completed the survey received reminder
emails one time per week for all three weeks.
Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to analyze what building administrators currently knew
about inclusive practices, to what extent building administrators believe they were equipped for
their role of leading inclusive practices for students with disabilities, and in what ways building
administrators primarily learned about inclusive practices for special education. T tests were
used to analyze if the participants who had a degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in
special education perceived themselves to be more prepared than the participants who did not
have a degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in special education. To analyze the

95

open-ended questions, the participants’ raw responses were coded to identify the occurrence or
co-occurrence of common words and phrases.
Findings
The findings emerged from both the quantitative and the qualitative data of the study.
The building administrators’ perceptions of their preparation or current levels of knowledge
indicate they did not feel prepared or ready to lead special education inclusive practices to
support students with disabilities. The exception to the rule was building administrators who had
a degree, license/certification, or experience teaching special education. They reported feeling
significantly more prepared and ready to lead special education inclusive practices and support
students with disabilities. Another finding was building administrators reported that their primary
mode of learning how to lead special education inclusive practices came from on-the-job.
Current Level of Special Education Knowledge
Data were gathered on building administrator’s current level of knowledge they
completed a 10-point Likert scale with 0 (No Knowledge), 5 (Some Knowledge), and 10 (Great
Deal of Knowledge). The lowest area of current knowledge for building administrators was the
interpreting eligibility assessments. This is an area that building administrators typically do not
have the responsibility for during eligibility determination meetings. The special education
teacher, school psychologist, or licensed special education professional are tasked with
interpreting and reviewing with the IEP team. Given that interpreting eligibility assessments was
an area of need reported by the participants, it suggests that building administrators feel
unprepared to lead and facilitate discussions on eligibility. The highest level of current
knowledge building administrators reported was creating a climate of inclusion. Inclusion
continues to be a contemporary issue in the field of education that intersects educational

96

philosophy and inclusionary practices for supporting all students with disabilities (DeMatthews
et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Kauffman et al., 2017). Table 2 represents building
administrators’ level of knowledge at the time of the study in response to Research Question 1.
The bold numbers represent the lowest and highest mean scores.
Table 2
Present level of knowledge as a building administrator (Research Question 1)
N

Mean

SD

Present level of current issues in SPED

194

6.56

1.47

Present level of federal laws that impact special education

194

6.56

1.68

Present level of legal issues surrounding discipline

194

7.35

1.54

Present level of PBIS

194

7.12

2.00

Present level of recognized disabilities by IDEA is SD

194

7.41

1.63

Present level of types of eligibility assessments

194

6.74

1.94

Present level of interpreting eligibility assessments

194

6.20

2.45

Present level of evidence-base practices (Sped teachers)

194

6.39

1.93

Present level of evidence base practices (Gen Ed teachers)

194

6.71

1.82

Present level of knowledge of specialized instruction

194

6.71

1.68

Present level of knowledge on accommodations & supports

194

7.25

1.51

Present level knowledge for Gen Ed in managing sped issues

194

7.06

1.56

Present level knowledge on leadership to sped programs

194

6.99

1.65

Present level knowledge of sped laws of inclusion

194

6.95

1.64

Present level knowledge on creating climate of inclusion

194

7.63

1.56

Given the mean composite is 6.91 strongly suggests building administrators did not feel they had
high levels of knowledge when it came to supporting students with disabilities and leading
inclusive practices for special education.
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Table 3 represents the composite scores in response to Research Question 1.
Table 3
Present Level (Mean & SD) Composite (Research Question 1)

Present Levels Composite

N

Mean

SE

Median

SD

194

6.91

0.0953

7.00

1.33

The short-answer qualitative data collected further supports building administrators present
levels of knowledge of special education. Inclusive practices were mentioned 61 times, 27% by
the building administrators as an area of knowledge and competency most needed to be an
effective inclusive leader.
Perceived Levels of Special Education Knowledge
Data on building administrators’ perceived levels of knowledge after graduating from an
administrator preparation program were gathered with a 10-point Likert scale with 0 (No
Preparation), 5 (Some Preparation), and 10 (Great Deal of Preparation). The lowest scoring area
identified by building administrators was interpreting eligibility assessments. Participants felt
this was an area they had the least amount of knowledge after graduating from their preparation
programs. Understanding eligibility assessments in general was also reported by building
administrators as an area they felt they lacked knowledge following graduation. In contrast,
understanding special education laws and legal issues related to discipline were the two highest
areas reported by the participants. Previous research supports that special education law
continues to be the primary focus in administration preparation programs (Roberts & Guerra,
2017). Table 4 represents building administrators’ perceived levels of knowledge at graduating
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from an administrator preparation program in response to Research Question 2. The bold
numbers represent the lowest and highest mean scores.
Table 4
Perceived level of knowledge when initially graduated from administrator preparation
program (Research Question 2)
N

Mean

SD

Perceived level of prep on current issues in special education

194

5.58

2.05

Perceived level knowledge on laws that impact sped

194

5.92

2.06

Perceived level of knowledge on legal issues of discipline

194

5.97

2.10

Perceived level of interpreting eligibility assessments

194

4.20

2.82

Perceived level of evidence-based practices (Sped teachers)

194

4.79

2.63

Perceived level evidence-based practices (Gen Ed teachers)

194

5.01

2.56

Perceived level specialized instruction

194

4.95

2.53

Perceived level accommodations & supports

194

5.32

2.51

Perceived level general ed teachers managing sped issues

194

5.06

2.57

Perceived level leadership of sped programs in schools

194

5.07

2.64

Perceived level of sped laws of inclusion

194

5.57

2.24

Perceived level of knowledge on use of PBIS

194

4.85

2.96

Perceived level on disabilities of IDEA is SD

194

5.55

2.32

Perceived level on eligibility assessments

194

4.61

2.66

Perceived level on creating climate of inclusion

194

5.59

2.58

Table 5 represents the composite scores in response to Research Question 2
Table 5
Perceived Level of Preparation (Mean & SD) Composite (Research Question 2)

N
194

Mean
5.20

SE

Median

0.155

5.00

99

SD
2.16

From the qualitative data that were collected on the perceived level of knowledge by the
building administrators when they completed their administrator preparation programs, special
education law knowledge was mentioned 103 times, 50%. It was the primary way the
participants reported their administrator preparation programs equipped them to lead special
education. They reported that administrator programs lacked the effectiveness when it came to
equipping them to lead special education. The words and phrases of very little and did not
prepare me, were mentioned 36 times and basic preparation, and vague preparation were
mentioned 32 times.
This study sought to investigate whether building administrators perceived they had
higher levels of special education readiness and preparation after they graduated from their
administrator programs if they had a special education degree, license, certificate, or previous
teaching experience. The Cohen’s d effect sizes indicated a significant difference in the
perceptions of feeling ready and prepared to lead special education when the building
administrator had a special education degree, licensure, certificate, or prior teaching experience
when compared to building administrators who did not. The qualitative responses from the
building administrators who indicated they have a special education degree, licensure,
certification, or teacher experience were analyzed to see how they felt their preparation programs
best prepared them to lead special education inclusive practices. The analysis found that job
duties and responsibilities was mentioned 18 times, 53%, in the open-ended questions. Within
the area of job duties and responsibilities, the topics of evaluating students and handling IEP
documentation emerged as specific areas the participants felt equipped to lead special education.
Interpreting eligibility assessments was the lowest area for current and perceived preparation
knowledge reported by the participants without a special education degree, certificate, licensure,
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or teaching experience. This demonstrates an emphasis on an advantage for administrators
leading special education inclusive programs who have a special education degree, licensure,
certification, or prior special education teaching experience.
The qualitative data that were collected identified the special education
coursework/content the participants believed should be provided in administrator preparation
programs to better equip building administrators for leading special education inclusive
practices. Case studies/legal issues/law changes were mentioned 69 times, 23%, by the
participants. This suggests participants understood the importance of knowing the legal aspects
of special education. This also suggests law has been the primary focus in administrator
preparation programs. Since special education is a highly litigated area, legal aspects of special
education should continue to have a strong focus. Participants also identified effective
inclusive/best practices (53 times), interpreting evaluation/eligibility (36times), and on the job
training opportunities (34 times) as content and experiences that should be provided in
administrator preparation programs. This aligns with what was reported as the highest present
level of knowledge and how building administrators report they primarily learn most of their
special education understanding. Other responsess also mentioned as content important to
administrator preparation programs were understanding IEP content, supporting general
education and special education staff, behavior/discipline, interventions (MTSS/PBIS), funding,
working with families, and specific disability information.
Primary Way of Learning about Special Education Topics
Participants were asked to report how they primarily learn about special education topics.
They were to indicate if they learned primarily in their administrator preparation program (1), on
the job (2), from a special education teacher/administrator (3), or other (4). If “other” was
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indicated, then additional information was needed to clarify what “other” meant to learn more
about how the participant currently learns about special education topics. The mean score of 2.43
suggests the composite of all participants aligned with learning about special education topics
on the job. This supports other studies’ findings that building administrators’ who indicate they
have goals for creating schools that are inclusive, learn and implement through difficult
experiences, litigation, and self-learned practices (Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019).
Table 6 represents the composite scores of what participants identified as where they primarily
learned about special education inclusive practices in response to Research Question 4.
Table 6
Primarily Learn (Mean & SD) Composite (Research Question 4)
Mean
2.43

SE

Median
0.0345

2.36

SD
0.481

The participants reported they received the majority of their information about special
education topics on the job. For the topic of creating a climate of inclusion, 66.5% of the
building administrators reported learning on the job compared to only 8.8% of administrators
reported learning about creating a climate of inclusion in their administration preparation
program. The use of Positive Behavior Supports and Interventions (PBIS) at 56.2% was the next
highest percentage that participants reported learning on the job compared to 5.2% learning
about PBIS in their preparation program. Only 2.1% of the participants indicated they learned
about current issues in special education and implementing specialized instruction in their
preparation programs. In the area of current issues in special education, 49.5% of participants
reported they learned on the job. For the area of specialized instruction, 4.9% of participants also
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reported learning this special education topic on the job. For the area of interpreting the results of
special education assessments, 2.6% of administrators reported learning about this special
education topic in their preparation programs. For 51% of the participants, they reported learning
about interpreting the results of special education assessments from a special education
teacher/administrator. Learning from their administrator program about implementing
accommodations and supports for students with disabilities was reported by only 3.1% of the
participants. On the job was reported by 46.4% of the participants as their primary mode of
learning about implementing accommodations and supports for students with disabilities.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to identify the perceptions of building administrators
regarding their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education and supporting
students with disabilities. The participants of this study shed light on how and what building
administrators in one rural Midwestern state learn and implement inclusive practices. To be the
special education leader that is expected, building administrators must demonstrate inclusive
leadership knowledgeable and skills including the legal components of IDEA, eligibility, special
education services, discipline/behavior, and effective instructional practices for learning (Baker,
1944; Bateman et al., 2017; Bateman & Bateman, 2014; Burrello et al., 1992; McCoy, 1981;
Payne & Murray, 1974; Vergason et al., 1975). For decades, it has been reported that building
administrators lack the necessary preparation to effectively lead special education and support
students with disabilities (Backor & Gordon, 2015; Billingsley et al., 2017; Crockett et al., 2019;
DeMatthews et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Hirth & Valesky, 1991; Kauffman et al.,
2017; Lyons, 2016; McCarthy, 1992; Robertson et al., 2017). The findings from this study
support the current research and shed additional light on what building administrators perceive as
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critical knowledge for implementing inclusive special education practices and supporting
students with disabilities.
The results suggest that building administrators perceive their preparation programs as
effective at providing training on the basic legal foundations of special education but lack
intentional instruction that focuses on leading inclusive practices for students with disabilities.
This study concluded the majority of learning about special education topics for building
administrators learn is more often from on-the-job experiences. Based on this conclusion,
providing experiential opportunities for on-the-job training is a possibility for strengthening the
self-efficacy of building administrators when it comes to leading the building’s special education
inclusive practices and supporting students with disabilities.
Another conclusion from this study is that building administrators who have a special
education degree, licensure, certification, or prior teaching experience are significantly more
prepared and ready to lead special education as a building administrator. The results of this study
indicate a significant difference in the perceptions of feeling ready and prepared to lead special
education for those with prior special education preparation and experience. Participants reported
feeling more effective when participating in eligibility decisions and understanding special
education document compared to building administrators who did not have the special education
background. DeMatthews et al. (2020) study also found that principals who had special
education and inclusion teaching experience may be able to visualize a truly diverse and
inclusive school. Leading eligibility and Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings, and
handling discipline were more familiar and handled more successfully when a principal had a
background or experience in special education (DeMatthews et al., 2020).
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Given this finding, increased special education requirements may be a possible solution
for administrator preparation programs. The building administrator is the individual expected to
have the most knowledge when a school must defend a decision, which supports that preparation
and readiness skills for special education are critical (Samuels, 2018). Separate trainings on
special education topics can provide critical training to building administrators but when the
trainings are not a component of their administrator preparation, it lacks connection and
application. The use of leadership standards and the supplemental guide to assist building
administrators with improving their inclusive practices for special education while on-the-job
should be focused on as a critical tool. Combining the utilization of leadership standards with
more on-the-job experiences in special education leadership roles may fill the gap between
building administrators feeling unable to effectively lead the special education inclusive
practices and supporting students with disabilities.
Understanding Inclusive Practices for Student with Disabilities
The preparation programming has the potential to prepare future building administrators
with a deeper understanding of how to effectively lead special education and support students
with disabilities. The first day the building administrator walks into the school, there is an
expectation that they are adequately prepared to lead all aspects of being a building administrator
and that includes special education. However, the literature indicates that administrator
preparation continues to lack definition for effective application of inclusive practices for special
education and supporting students with disabilities (DeMatthews et al., 2019; Hirth & Valesky,
1990; Sirotnik & Kimball, 1994).
The definition of inclusive practices alone has long lacked clarity (Barnett & MondaAmaya, 1998; Kauffman et al., 2017). For a building administrator to effectively implement
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inclusive practices within a building, a clear conceptual definition is needed. The participants in
this study indicated creating a climate of inclusion is the area they have the highest level of
current knowledge. Inclusive practices were also an area they reported as knowledge and
competencies needed by building leaders to support students with disabilities. Creating a climate
of inclusion was also an area reported by the participants they perceived as knowledge they had
when they completed their administrator preparation programming. Contrary to how the
participants responded on the multiple-choice questions, inclusive practices were only reported
in 2% of the participants’ responses. These variances may be indicative of the unclear definition
of inclusive practices.
Interpreting the eligibility assessments can impact the building administrator’s ability to
understand the type of inclusive programming and services the students’ need after the eligibility
decisions have been determined. If they are unable to comprehend the eligibility assessments,
then they lack the skills to support the students’ integration into the school environment and be
included with their non-disabled peers to the greatest extent possible. The participants in this
study reported they have the least amount of present knowledge about interpreting eligibility
assessments. This was also the same area reported by the participants as feeling they received the
least amount of knowledge to feel prepared and ready to lead special education when completing
their administrator preparation program. This is an area that new and veteran administrators
reported lacking preparation and knowledge. While building administrators are not the
individuals administering eligibility assessments, their desire to want more preparation and
knowledge indicated they may feel a stronger need to facilitate these conversations during
eligibility meetings. DeMatthews et al. (2019) report that a deliberate focus on special education
content is needed in principal preparation programs. Along with the participants of this study, the
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participants of the DeMatthews et al. (2019) study also indicated that intentional skill instruction
related to eligibility identification, legal aspects, FAPE, educational environments, and
disciplining students with disabilities all need to be included in principal preparation programs.
Experiential Learning Opportunities for Building Administrators
The majority of the study participants reported learning special education inclusive
practices and supporting students with disabilities from on-the-job experiences. Learning about
special education on the job for building administrators can be costly and risky (Crocket et al.,
2019; Samuels, 2018). Due process, procedural complaints, and litigation procedures can quickly
force a building administrator into the spotlight and highlight inadequate preparation to
effectively lead special education (Samuels, 2018). Building administrators report that even
when their primary goal is leading an inclusive school, the strategies used to implement
inclusiveness are learned on the job, through difficult litigated experiences, or through selfreflection and independent learning. (Crocket et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2019).
Participants of this study reported learning more about inclusive practices, interpreting
special education assessments, positive behavior supports and interventions, and other special
education topics through on-the-job training when compared to their administration preparation
programs. They also reported their learning happened through collaborative relationships with
special education administrators or teachers. Leveraging on-the-job learning could potentially
increase the self-efficacy reporting of special education practices by building administrators.
Preparation and Leadership Standards
The utilization of the National Educational Leadership Preparation Program Recognition
Standards (NELP) (NPBEA, 2018), the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL)
(NPBEA, 2015), and the PSEL 2015 and Promoting Principal Leadership for the Success of
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Students with Disabilities (CCSSO & CEEDAR, 2017) may be needed. These standards are used
as a framework for some preparation programs and practicing building administrators. They
include multiple strategies that support the implementation of inclusive practices for special
education and supporting students with disabilities. The participants in this study reported
needing more information and training to feel prepared and ready to lead inclusive practices and
support students with disabilities. Intentional instruction that explicitly includes these standards
may be a way to leverage the special education areas reported by the building administrators.
The areas participants reported being unprepared are included in the standards and the PSEL
2015 resource. Including these standards more explicitly in administrator preparation
programming supports a study by Lyons (2016) that was conducted to gain insights on what
critical knowledge was necessary to effectively lead special education and inclusive practices.
The participants of the Lyons (2016) study were provided a yearlong course that focused on
special education content. They reported frustration that the content offered in course was not
originally part of their preparation program. Through the Lyon’s (2016) study, the participants
reported that even when provided additional instruction and training on inclusive practices, they
found a separate training lacked connection and meaning when not incorporated into original
preparation programming (Lyons, 2016).
Recommendations for Practice
The qualitative data identified the biggest challenges reported by the participants. The
challenges identified were the availability of resources (21%) and supporting special and
general education teachers (19%). Mentioned was the lack of special education programming
options along the special education continuum of services for students who do not fit into the
traditional school model. This was a challenge identified by participants across all school sizes.
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When students with disabilities are removed from accessing the general education curriculum,
instruction, and peers, there is the potential for them falling further behind academically (Crocket
et al., 2019; Gee, 2013; Parker & Day, 1997). If building administrators report that they struggle
to keep students with disabilities integrated within the traditional school model, this jeopardizes
the building administrator’s ability to implement inclusive special education practices for
students with disabilities and meet the requirements of Endrew F. (2017).
Other challenges described by the participants included creating a more collaborative
working relationship between general and special education teachers and helping all staff be
accountable for students with disabilities by minimizing the divide between special education
and general education teachers. The participants discussed challenges with the tolerance of
general education teachers and their capacity to differentiate instruction which is effective for all
students.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study opens the door for future research related to building administrators’
leadership of special education and inclusive practices. Further investigation of how
administrator preparation programs apply and integrate the NELP and PSEL standards, along
with the supplemental instructional guide of PSEL 2015 and Promoting Principal Leadership for
the Success of Students with Disabilities within their courses of study. Therefore, researching
courses within preparation programs by analyzing syllabi may produce information to assist in
the integration of standards. With an emphasis and focus on these resources, building
administrators without special education degrees, certification, licensure, or prior teaching
experiences may feel more effective when they exit their administrator preparation programs.
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Future research on the utilization of the PSEL standards, along with the supplemental
instructional guide of PSEL 2015 and Promoting Principal Leadership for the Success of
Students with Disabilities, by school districts to support their district’s vision and mission of
educating all students is also a possibility. Once building administrators complete their
preparation programs, there may be an assumption that they will apply the leadership standards
found within the PSEL standards or the PSEL 2015 and Promoting Principal Leadership for the
Success of Students with Disabilities to their leadership actions on the inclusive practices of
students with disabilities.
An additional study using the same survey but inviting participation of building
administrators from all states could be useful in continuing to explore current understandings on
the definition of special education inclusive practices when attempting to support students with
disabilities.
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Appendix A
Building Administrator Preparedness Survey
Section I Participant Demographic Information
Please answer the following demographic questions.
1. What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
c. Do not wish to identify
2. How many years have you been in the field of education? ________________
3. How many total years have you been a building level administrator (principal, assistant
principal, dean of students, administrator intern)? ________________
4. What is the highest degree you have obtained?
a. Bachelor’s degree
b. Master’s degree
c. Specialist’s degree
d. Doctorate degree
e. Other, please specify____________________
5. What is your current administrative position?
a. Principal
b. Assistant Principal
c. Dean of Students
d. Administrator Intern
e. Other, please specify
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6. Please indicate the grade level(s) you currently serve in your administrative position.
a. Early Childhood/Elementary combined
b. Elementary school only
c. Middle school
d. High school
e. Other, please specify _____________________
7. What is the size of the school building you currently serve?
a. Less than 500 students
b. 500-999 students
c. 1000-1499 students
d. 1500-1999 students
e. Over 2000 students
8. What is the percentage of students receiving special education services at your school
building?
a. 0-10%
b. 11-20%
c. 21-30%
d. 31-40%
e. 41-50%
f. more than 50%
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9. What was your teaching certification prior to obtaining your administrator certification?
a. General education
b. Special education
c. General education and Special education
d. Other: Please provide
10. Do you have a degree in special education?
a. Yes
b. No
11. Do you have special education certification/licensure? (No to 11, skips to number 14)
a. Yes
b. No
12. How did you obtain your special education certification/licensure?
a. University coursework
b. Certification by exam-only
c. Other, please specify _________________
13. Have you ever taught special education?
a. Yes
b. No
14. How many special education courses, if any, did you have in your administrator
preparation program? ____________________
15. How many additional special education courses, if any, have you taken at a college or
university for continuing education credits?
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Section II Administrator Preparedness
IIA: On a scale of 0 to 10 (0 = No Knowledge, 5 = Some Knowledge, 10 = Great Deal of
Knowledge), please rate your present level of knowledge as a building administrator on the
special education topics:
No Knowledge
0
1

2

3

4

Some
5

6

7

8

Great Deal
9
10

16. Current issues in special education
17. Federal laws that impact special education
18. Legal issues surrounding the discipline of students with disabilities
19. Use of Positive Behavior Supports and Interventions (PBIS).
20. Recognized disabilities by IDEA in the state of South Dakota
21. Types of assessments to determine special education eligibility.
22. Interpreting the results of assessments used to determine special education eligibility
23. Evidence-based practices to assist special education teachers with instruction for students
with disabilities
24. Evidence-based practices to assist general education teachers with instruction for students
with disabilities
25. Implementation of specialized instruction for students with disabilities
26. Implementation of accommodations and supports for students with disabilities
27. Support for general education teachers in managing special education issues
28. Providing leadership to the special education program(s) within the school
29. Special education laws dealing with inclusion
30. Creating a climate of inclusion
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IIB: On a scale of 0 to 10 (0 = No Preparation, 5 = Some Preparation, 10 = Completely
Prepared), please rate your perceived level of preparation from when graduated from your
administrator preparation program on the following special education topics.
No Prep
0

1

2

3

Some Prep
4
5

6

7

Great Deal
8
9

10

31. Current issues in special education
32. Federal laws that impact special education
33. Legal issues surrounding the discipline of students with disabilities
34. Use of Positive Behavior Supports and Interventions (PBIS).
35. Recognized disabilities by IDEA in the state of South Dakota
36. Types of assessments to determine special education eligibility.
37. Interpreting the results of assessments used to determine special education eligibility
38. Evidence-based practices to assist special education teachers with instruction for students
with disabilities
39. Evidence-based practices to assist general education teachers with instruction for students
with disabilities
40. Implementation of specialized instruction for students with disabilities
41. Implementation of accommodations and supports for students with disabilities
42. Support for general education teachers in managing special education issues
43. Providing leadership to the special education program(s) within the school
44. Special education laws dealing with inclusion
45. Creating a climate of inclusion
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IIC: In the topics given below, how do you primarily learn about each special education
topic as a current practicing building administrator?
46. Current issues in special education
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide _________________
47. Federal laws that impact special education
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide ___________________
48. Legal issues surrounding the discipline of students with disabilities
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide ____________________
49. Use of Positive Behavior Supports and Interventions (PBIS)
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide _________________________
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50. Recognized disabilities by IDEA in the state of South Dakota
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide ______________________
51. Types of assessments used to determine special education eligibility
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide ______________________
52. Interpreting the results of the assessments used to determine special education eligibility
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide _______________________
53. Evidence-based practices to assist special education teachers with instruction for students
with disabilities
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide __________________________

133

54. Evidence-based practices to assist general education teachers with instruction for students
with disabilities
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide _____________________________
55. Implementation of specialized instruction for students with disabilities
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide ______________________________
56. Implementation of accommodations and supports for students with disabilities
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide ________________________________
57. Support for general education teachers in managing special education issues
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide ______________________________
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58. Providing leadership to the special education program(s) within the school
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide _______________________________
59. Special education laws dealing with inclusion
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide ___________________________
60. Creating a climate of inclusion
a. Administrator preparation program
b. On the job
c. From a special education teacher/administrator
d. Other: Please provide _________________________________
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Section III Open-Ended Responses
Please provide a written response to the following questions:
61. In what ways did your administrator preparation program equip you to lead special
education?
62. In what ways did a degree, certification, or prior teaching experience in the area of
special education equip you for leading special education? (Skip if no degree, cert, or
teaching)
63. What special education coursework/content do you believe would be most beneficial in
administrator preparation programs to equip future building administrators for leading
special education inclusive practices?
64. What specific knowledge and competencies do building administrators need to be
effective inclusive leaders of special education and supporting students with disabilities?
65. What are your biggest challenges in leading special education as a building
administrator?
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Appendix B
Special Education Competencies
1. Describe the six major parts of the IDEA and their purposes.
2 Describe the child find requirement, and what is meant by an affirmative duty.
3. Describe a nondiscriminatory evaluation and its components.
4. Describe an independent education evaluation and what should be done when one is either
requested or received.
5. Describe the age requirements of students served by the IDEA.
6. Describe a multidisciplinary team and its members.
7. Describe the school district responsibilities with respect to free and appropriate public
education.
8. Describe the purpose of the IEP and how it relates to communication, management,
accountability, compliance and monitoring, and evaluation.
9. Describe the persons required to attend an IEP meeting.
10. Describe the purpose of measurable annual goals.
11. Describe progress monitoring and its importance in the IEP process.
12. Describe the steps a school district should take to ensure parental involvement in the IEP
process.
13. Describe the purpose of Section 504.
14. Describe differences between the IDEA and Section 504.
15. Describe “major life activities” as define by Section 504.
16. Describe a manifestation determination and its purpose.
17. Describe a behavior intervention plan and what should be included.
18. Describe the purpose of a functional behavioral assessment and when it should be conducted.
19. Describe rules and factors considered in determining whether a series of suspensions would
constitute a pattern of exclusions.
20. Describe related services, including when they should be provided, and limitations on their
service.
21. Describe the factors an IEP team should consider in determining placement.
22. Describe and explain the continuum of alternative placements.
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23. Describe how the general curriculum should be part of placement decisions.
24. Describe supplementary aids and services that may be used to help a student to be educated
in the least restrictive environment.
25. Describe the purpose and expectations of the transition requirements (part C to B and from
secondary to postsecondary) for a student with an IEP.
26. Describe the information IDEA requires be supplied to parents of students with disabilities
regarding student records.
27. Describe how a student can no longer be eligible for special education and related services.
28. Describe the IDEA’s general procedural requirements.
29. Describe the stay-put provision.
30. Describe how school districts can ensure that they do not discriminate against students with
disabilities.

138

Appendix C
Innovation Configuration for Principal Leadership for Students with Disabilities
Photos displayed on following pages.
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Appendix D
Crosswalk Aligning PSEL 2015 Standards, Guidance Document,
& Principal Leadership Innovation
Photos are displayed on following pages.
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Appendix E
Building Administrator Recruitment Email that will be used to complete IRB application.
Dear School Administrator,
My name is Nikki Whiting, and I am a graduate student at the University of South
Dakota pursuing my Doctorate Degree in Educational Administration and Leadership. I am
sending you this letter to invite you to participate in the research study that I am conducting titled
Building Administrator Preparation and Readiness to Lead Inclusive Practices for Special
Education. This study aims to determine the perceptions of building administrators regarding
their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special education.
Participation in this study will be voluntary and involves you completing an electronic
survey consisting of multiple choice and short answer questions. The survey takes approximately
15-20 minutes to complete. There is no risk for you to participate in the survey. No names will
be collected for anyone completing the survey. No link will be established between you as the
participant and the responses you provide. You may withdraw from the study at any time with no
penalty. You may also choose to skip any questions you do not wish to answer.
If you have questions about the study and your participation in the study, you can call
Nikki Whiting at 605-941-2504. If you have any questions or concerns about your protected
rights as a research participant, you may call the Office of Human Subjects Protection
Institutional Review Board at 605-658-374.
I realize that there is no time of the school year that is not busy and hectic. Your
participation in this study is greatly appreciated. Thank you for your consideration to participate.
Sincerely,
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Nikki Whiting
Before agreeing to participate, please read the attached Informed Consent Statement for
additional details about the study.
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Appendix F
DRAFT - Building Administrator Email Reminder - information will be used to complete IRB
application
Dear School Administrator,
Greetings to all of you. I hope your school year is going well. I am sending you this email
as a follow up request to complete the electronic survey (link included) to take part in the
research study that I am conducting titled Building Administrator Preparation and Readiness to
Lead Inclusive Practices for Special Education. This study aims to determine the perceptions of
building administrators regarding their knowledge for leading inclusive practices for special
education.
Keeping you informed about the research study, participation in this study is voluntary
and only involves you completing an electronic survey and only takes approximately 15-20
minutes to complete. There is no risk for you to participate in the survey. Your name will be kept
anonymous, and your identity will not be revealed in any published journals. No link will be
established between you as the participant and the responses you provide. You may withdraw
from the study at any time with no penalty.
If you have questions about the study and your participation in the study, you can call
Nikki Whiting at 605-941-2504. If you have any questions or concerns about your protected
rights as a research participant, you may call the Office of Human Subjects Protection
Institutional Review Board at 605-658-374.
I realize that there is no time of the school year that is not busy and hectic for any of you.
Your participation in this study is greatly appreciated. Thank you for your consideration to
participate.
Sincerely,

Nikki Whiting
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Appendix G
Primary Mode of Learning by Building Administrators Survey Questions 46-60
Table 16
Question 46 Frequencies of Primarily learn about current issues in special ed
Levels

Counts

% of Total

4

2.1 %

On the Job

96

49.5 %

From a special education teacher/admin

72

37.1 %

Other

22

11.3 %

Administration Prep Program

Question 46 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Active involvement in professional organizations
Am a former SpEd Teacher
DOE communications
From SPED Teachers/Director, online resources from the SD DOE, Other webinars that come
into my Email.
I learn more from conversations with my sped teachers and experiences we go through
I stay current by subscribing to current educational publications.
I was Special Education Teacher for 30 years and a Special Education Program Coordinator for
10 years prior to becoming a principal.
I was an Assistant Director of Special Services.
In addition to district PD, I am constantly reading and researching.
Information provided by the district
Multiple avenues: on the job, from the Special Education Dept., and from
publications/conferences
Newsletter from district on current topics in special education
On the job and from special education teachers/directors.
Online Journals
Prior experience
SD CASE, Colleagues, PD
SPED cooperative
School Law Seminars
Special Education degree and work
Special education degree
all of the above
online resources
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Table 17
Question 47 Frequencies of Primarily learn about federal laws that impact special education
Levels

Counts

% of Total

Administrator Prep Program

30

15.5 %

On the job

82

42.3 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

62

32.0 %

Other

20

10.3 %

Question 47 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Am a former SpEd Teacher
Combination of all three.
Continual researching and PD
DOE communications
From SPED Director, Principal/Administrator Groups, TAESE workshops, SD DOE, US
DOE/OSEP,
I was Special Education Teacher for 30 years and a Special Education Program Coordinator for
10 years prior to becoming a principal.
Law updates in publications, law seminars
Newsletter from district on important things to note
Online Journals
SFSD SPED Program Coordinators/Supervisors
SPED cooperative
School Law Seminars
Special Education degree and work
Sped Director
Sped Webinars
Undergraduate program
Updates from DOE
all of the above
webinars
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Table 18
Question 48 Frequencies of Primarily learn about legal issues surrounding the discipline of students with
disabilities
Levels

Counts

% of Total

Administrator Prep Program

25

12.9 %

On the Job

87

44.8 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

62

32.0 %

Other

20

10.3 %

Question 48 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Am a former SpEd Teacher
Combination of all three
DOE communications
From SPED Director, Principal/Administrator Groups, TAESE workshops, SD DOE, US
DOE/OSEP, School Law Seminar, Conferences
I was Special Education Teacher for 30 years and a Special Education Program Coordinator for
10 years prior to becoming a principal.
Preparation & On the job
Research and PD
SD CASE, State PD
SFSD SPED Program Coordinators/Supervisors
SPED cooperative
School Law Seminars
School attorney
Special Education degree and work
Sped Director/Superintendent
Taking advantage of specific professional development opportunities.
all of the above
publications, seminars
webinars
conferences
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Table 19
Question 49 Frequencies of Primarily learn about use of Positive Behavior Supports and Interventions (PBIS)
Levels

Counts

% of Total

10

5.2 %

109

56.2 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

46

23.7 %

Other

29

14.9 %

Administrator Prep Program
On the job

Question 49 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Additional Training
Am a former SpEd Teacher
Books, conference
Colleagues and readings
Course work and specialized training at a previous district.
District / building professional development
I attend any advanced trainings, do research and attend conferences.
In-service training
Learning from Emails.
Professional Development Training Sessions
SASD Conference
Same as previous answer.
School Psych
School-wide implementation
Special Education degree and work
State Grant and training
State MTSS/PBIS Initiative
State supported training
State training
Through professional development
Training outside of Administrative Preparation
We are part of the state PBIS
We are trained in our building through a grant
attending workshops
conferences
We have been researching this as a school team for the last 8 years. Books, conferences, speaking
to other schools, etc.
I am fully trained in PBIS through a past school district. I also researched leadership and PBIS
for the topic of my doctoral degree/dissertation
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Table 20
Question 50 Frequencies of Primarily learn about recognized disabilities of IDEA in the state SD
Levels

Counts

% of Total

Administrator Prep Program

31

16.0 %

On the job

79

40.7 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

71

36.6 %

Other

13

6.7 %

Question 50 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Acting as the 504 Coordinator required me to better understand disabilities
All of the above.
Am a former SpEd Teacher
From SPED Director, Principal/Administrator Groups, TAESE workshops, SD DOE, US
DOE/OSEP, Principal Group, Conferences
On the job & prep program
SD DOE Sped Dept
Same as previous answer.
Special Education degree and work
Special education degree
Undergraduate work
school psychologist
my school psych training
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Table 21
Question 51 Frequencies of Primarily learn about the types of assessments used to determine special
education eligibility
Levels

Counts

% of Total

7

3.6 %

On the job

84

43.3 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

87

44.8 %

Other

16

8.2 %

Administrator Prep Program

Question 51 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Am a former SpEd Teacher
Former job at Children's Home
My wife is school psychologist
On the job from district School Psychologists
SPED cooperative
School Psych
School Psychologist
Special Education degree and work
Special education degree
Sped Courses for my Sped major, SD DOE PD opportunities, very little in admin degree courses
Undergraduate Program
my special ed training
school psychologist
my school psych background
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Table 22
Question 52 Frequencies of Primarily learn about interpreting the results of the assessments used to determine
special education eligibility
Levels

Counts

% of Total

5

2.6 %

On the job

75

38.7 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

99

51.0 %

Other

15

7.7 %

Administrator Prep Program

Question 52 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Am a former SpEd Teacher
SPED cooperative
School psychologist
Special Education degree and work
Special education degree
Sped Courses for my Sped major, SD DOE PD opportunities, very little in admin degree courses
Undergraduate and on the job
Undergraduate work, special education teaching background, on the job
my special ed training
school psych
school psychologist
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Table 23
Question 53 Frequencies of Primarily learn about evidence-based practices to assist special education teachers
to teach students with disabilities
Levels

Counts

% of Total

7

3.6 %

On the job

94

48.5 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

72

37.1 %

Other

21

10.8 %

Administrator Prep Program

Question 53 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
All of the above.
Am a former SpEd Teacher
Other training available
Research based books / articles
Research, conferences and PD
SPED cooperative
School Coop staff
School Psych
Special Education degree and work
Special education degree
Sped Courses for my Sped major, SD DOE PD opportunities, very little in admin degree courses
Undergraduate and on the job as a sped teacher
all of the above
current professional development
my special ed training
webinars
workshops/trainings
conferences
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Table 24
Question 54 Frequencies of Primarily learn about evidence-based practices to assist general education
teachers to teach students with disabilities
Levels

Counts

% of Total

10

5.2 %

102

52.6 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

64

33.0 %

Other

18

9.3 %

Administrator Prep Program
On the job

Question 54 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
All of the above.
Am a former SpEd Teacher
Continual research, conferences and district PD
Experience / Research based articles & books
From SPED Director, Principal/Administrator Groups, TAESE workshops, SD DOE, US
DOE/OSEP, SPED Teachers
Other training available
Outside resources
Program prep & on the job
SPED cooperative
Special Education degree and work
Special education degree
Sped Courses for my Sped major, SD DOE PD opportunities, very little in admin degree courses
Undergraduate and knowledge as a sped teacher
all of the above
workshops/trainings
From teachers, conferences, books

161

Table 25
Question 55 Frequencies of Primarily learn about implementing specialized instruction for students with
disabilities
Levels

Counts

% of Total

4

2.1 %

On the job

80

41.2 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

96

49.5 %

Other

14

7.2 %

Administrator Prep Program

Question 55 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Advanced trainings outside the district
All of the above
All of the above.
Am a former SpEd Teacher
Experience
I have previously worked at CCHS and learned quite a bit from my experience
School Psychologist
Special Education degree and work
Special education degree
Sped Courses for my Sped major, SD DOE PD opportunities, very little in admin degree courses
Undergraduate and on the job as a sped teacher
workshops/trainings
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Table 26
Question 56 Frequencies of Primarily learn about implementing accommodations & supports for students with
disabilities
Levels

Counts

% of Total

6

3.1 %

On the job

90

46.4 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

86

44.3 %

Other

12

6.2 %

Administrator Prep Program

Question 56 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Advanced trainings outside the district
All of the above
All of the above.
Am a former SpEd Teacher
I have previously worked at CCHS and learned quite a bit from my experience
Special Education degree and work
Special education degree
Undergraduate and on the job as a sped teacher
Working as the 504 coordinator
workshops/trainings
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Table 27
Question 57 Frequencies of Primarily learn about supporting general education teachers with managing sped
issues
Levels

Counts

% of Total

11

5.7 %

113

58.2 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

60

30.9 %

Other

10

5.2 %

Administrator Prep Program
On the job

Question 57 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Advanced trainings outside the district
All of the above.
Am a former SpEd Teacher
I have previously worked at CCHS and learned quite a bit from my experience
Special Education degree and work
Sped Courses for my Sped major, SD DOE PD opportunities, very little in admin degree courses
various seminars, breakout sessions, publications, etc.
workshops/trainings
Books, teachers, conferences
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Table 28
Question 58 Frequencies of Primarily learn about providing leadership in special education programs within
the school
Levels

Counts

% of Total

11

5.7 %

124

63.9 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

47

24.2 %

Other

12

6.2 %

Administrator Prep Program
On the job

Question 58 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
Advanced trainings outside the district
All of the above
Am a former SpEd Teacher
My knowledge as a former sped teacher
On the job & SPED staff
Special Education degree and work
Sped Director
all of the above
workshops colleague’s webinars
Books, conferences, etc
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Table 29
Question 59 Frequencies of Primarily learn about special education laws dealing with inclusion
Levels

Counts

% of Total

Administrator Prep Program

43

22.2 %

On the job

69

35.6 %

From a special education teacher/administrator

67

34.5 %

Other

15

7.7 %

Question 59 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a response for
Other)
All of the above.
Am a former SpEd Teacher
DOE communications
From SPED Director, Principal/Administrator Groups, TAESE workshops, SD DOE, US
DOE/OSEP,
Online resources
Research
Special Education degree and work
Sped Director
State provided workshops
all of the above
professional development
seminars, publications
undergraduate program
webinars
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Table 30
Question 60 Frequencies of Primarily learn about creating a climate of inclusion
Levels

Counts

Administrator Prep Program
On the job
From a special education teacher/administrator
Other

% of Total

17

8.8 %

129

66.5 %

39

20.1 %

9

4.6 %

Question 60 Other Responses (May not total Count number if Participant did not complete a
response for Other)
Advanced trainings outside the district
All of the above
Am a former SpEd Teacher
Colleagues, seminars, Professional Learning
Special Education degree and work
all of the above
Conferences, Books, etc

167

